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ABSTRACT 
 The student affairs profession has a history and values grounded in social justice 
education and college student identity development.  Educating students about social justice and 
promoting identity development are central competencies expected of professionals in the field.  
Literature on social justice education in the field describes a continuum ranging from awareness 
to taking action for social justice.  Core literature in the field focuses on ally development 
(Bishop, 2002; Broido, 2000; Edwards, 2006; Reason, et al., 2005a), but little focuses 
specifically on activist development, and no research exists that explores social justice activist 
identity development.  This qualitative grounded theory study examines how social justice 
activists develop an activist identity.  My analysis of the data yielded a two-fold framework for 
understanding activist identity development.  The first uses the metaphor of a fire to describe 
four core elements of activist identity: heart, head, will, and belief.  The second explores 
nonlinear positions along activists “winding journey,” including values development, integration, 
negotiation, and embodiment.  Results yield a helpful framework for guiding social justice 
education along the social justice continuum from awareness to action. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
Overview of Research 
Identity development and social justice education are significant aspects of student affairs 
practice (Schuh, Jones, & Harper, 2011), the roots of which can be traced to the founding of the 
profession as a commitment to holistic and civically engaged higher education (Reece, 2014).  
Student affairs preparation programs educate future practitioners in identity development theory 
and social justice education in an effort to create more inclusive campus environments and 
inspire student commitment toward the common good (Schuh, Jones, & Harper, 2011).  Identity 
development theory prepares student affairs professionals to understand the development 
processes related to students’ multiple social identities and to challenge and support students 
through these processes (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010; Jones & Abes, 2013; 
Schuh, Jones, & Harper, 2011).  Social justice education prepares student affairs professionals to 
understand dimensions of power, privilege, and oppression, to educate students on these 
dimensions, to advocate for minoritized students, and to encourage students to work toward 
justice-oriented social change (Adams, Bell, & Griffin, 2007; Davis & Harrison, 2013).  Student 
identity development and social justice education are interconnected elements of student affairs 
work that inform one another and form the foundation of the profession’s commitment to justice-
oriented social change (Adams et al., 2007; Jones & Abes, 2013).   
As social justice educators, student affairs professionals espouse social justice goals of 
dismantling oppression and creating systems-based change that is equitable and just.  Educators 
often discuss a continuum of social justice education that begins with awareness and 
consciousness and moves toward action and systems-based change (Adams et al., 2007; 
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Landreman, 2013).  As social justice educators, however, student affairs professionals often 
operate on the consciousness and awareness-raising end of this spectrum.  Domingue and Neely 
(2013) stated, “even those educators who are personally committed to social justice are often not 
well prepared to take action in their own lives, let alone facilitate social action engagement 
among their students” (p. 232).   
Much of the literature in student affairs regarding social justice education focuses on the 
important work of educating students to understand dynamics of power, privilege, and 
oppression.  However, few student affairs studies focused on the other end of this spectrum, 
social justice activism, which I define as devoting a significant and meaningful amount of time 
working in culturally competent ways toward changing the nature of societal structures and the 
ways in which people interact with society to achieve justice and equitability.  Studying the 
action end of the social justice education continuum will add to the social justice education 
literature in student affairs.  In particular, studying people who identify as social justice activists 
to understand how activism became part of their identity could help inform social justice 
education and shape education environments that yield the desired outcomes of equity and 
justice.  This study addresses the question “how do social justice activists develop an activist 
identity?”  
Historical Context 
Founding documents for the student affairs profession encourage professionals and 
higher education institutions to advance the development of the whole student and promote 
learning that motivates students to advance the common good (American Council on Education, 
1937, 1949).  For example, authors of the first founding document for the student affairs 
profession articulated a philosophical “obligation to consider the student as a whole” (American 
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Council on Education, 1937, p. 1).  Later on, they wrote that professionals are to educate 
students “to assume those individual and social responsibilities which are essential to the 
common good” (p. 9).  In 2012, Boyle, Lowery, and Mueller (2012) edited a manuscript titled 
Reflections on the 75th Anniversary of the Student Personnel Point of View, which provided 
perspective on the evolution of the student affairs profession since its founding.  This manuscript 
catalogued the influence of these founding documents on the student affairs profession, and 
explained the work of our profession today carries “the same DNA” as these founding 
documents (Barber & Bureau, 2012, p. 35).  Reece (2014) traced student affairs’ focus on 
identity development and social justice education back to this DNA.  Although social justice 
advocacy is not specifically present in these founding documents (Evans & Reason, 2001; 
Reason & Broido, 2011), it has roots in these founding documents (Bourke, 2013; Long, 2012; 
Reece, 2014) and is core to the values of the student affairs profession (Bourke, 2013; Evans & 
Reason, 2001; Long, 2012; Reason & Broido, 2011; Schuh, et al., 2011). 
 Identity development theory became a more significant focus for the student affairs field 
in the 1960s (Evans et al., 2010).  Student activists on college campuses played significant 
leadership roles in the civil and women’s rights movements during this era (Thelin & Gasman, 
2011).  Higher education also began to open its doors more widely to populations it historically 
excluded, in part, because of the student activism on college campuses (Thelin & Gasman, 
2011).  Increasingly, more inclusive student demographics in higher education inspired a critique 
that student development theory was exclusive because research participants were primarily 
White men (Evans et al., 2010; Jones & Abes, 2013).  Researchers began to take a more nuanced 
approach to student development research by focusing on minoritized populations.  Social 
identity development theory became a standard for student affairs professionals and focused on 
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understanding individual dimensions of social identity, such as ability, age, class, ethnicity, 
gender, race, sex, and sexual orientation (Evans, et al., 2010; Jones & Abes, 2013; Schuh, et al., 
2011).  Researchers continued efforts that focused on individual dimensions of social identity 
into the 1990s. 
Access to college for those historically excluded was a primary focus for those interested 
in diversifying college campuses following the 1964 civil rights legislation (Loo & Rolison, 
1986).  Student affairs professionals and others in higher education began to pay particular 
attention to students’ sense of belonging on college campuses in the late 1980s and early 1990s 
due to instances of racial tension and discrimination (e.g., Loo & Rolison, 1986; Vellela, 1988).  
Campuses began to explore an ecological approach to diversity, with an intention of creating 
inclusive climates for minoritized students (Chang, Milem, & Antonio, 2011; Dey & Hurtado, 
1995; Hurtado, 1992; Loo & Rolison, 1986).  In concert with this shifting approach to diversity 
and inclusion on college campuses, social justice education emerged as a focus in the mid-1990s, 
and is now prolific in higher education (Adams et al., 2007).  The primary aim of social justice 
education in student affairs has been to educate students about dimensions of power, privilege, 
and oppression, and to encourage their work toward inclusive change (Adams, et al., 2007; Davis 
& Harrison, 2013; Edwards, 2006; Reason, Broido, Davis, & Evans, 2005; Rhoads & Black, 
1995).  
Over the past two decades, social identity development researchers have begun to 
integrate social justice education concepts into their work (Evans et al., 2010; Jones & Abes, 
2013).  One example of this is the way researchers integrated concepts of power, privilege, and 
oppression in research on social identity development (e.g., Harper & Quaye, 2007; Jones & 
Abes, 2013; Renn & Bilodeau, 2005; Torres & Hernandez, 2007).  Additionally, some 
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researchers began to use critical theory in order to call attention to systems of oppression (Abes, 
2012; Harper, 2009; Patton, McEwen, Rendón, & Howard-Hamilton, 2007; Jones & Abes, 2013; 
Laker & Davis, 2011), which is theory widely used to inform social justice education (Davis & 
Harrison, 2013).  Identity development literature also influenced social justice education 
literature, primarily around the topic of ally development (Edwards, 2006; Reason, Broido, Davis 
& Evans, 2005).  The term ally refers to dominant group members who actively support those of 
minoritized identities.  Allies, therefore, are playing more of a supporting role as opposed to 
activist who take a more active approach to deconstructing a system.  Researchers in this area 
articulated concepts of developmental processes related to students developing as allies.  
Although student affairs scholars have written about ally identity development, a gap in the 
literature exits with regard to activist identity development.  
Significance of the Problem 
Much of the social justice education literature in student affairs focuses on teaching 
students about power, privilege, and oppression, and encourages development as allies and 
advocates (Adams, et al., 2007; Adams, et al., 2010; Davis & Harrison, 2013; Edwards, 2006; 
Einfeld & Collins, 2008; Lechuga, Norman Clerc, & Howell, 2009; Lewis, Neville, & 
Spanierman, 2012; Nilsson & Schmidt, 2005; Reason, Millar, & Scales, 2005; Wang & Rodgers, 
2006; Zungia, Williams, & Berger, 2005).  Jenkins (2009) identified a tension in student affairs 
social justice education literature related to the focus on allyship.  By allyship, Jenkins referred 
to individuals residing outside of groups targeted for oppression who serve as active supporters.  
Jenkins questioned the implications of allyship as a predominant focus, writing, “Is there a place 
at the table of social justice for those of us who work to create change by and for communities in 
which we belong?” (p. 27).  Jenkins argued that we need to move beyond allyship in social 
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justice education toward vocal advocacy for justice and action-oriented agency.  This shift 
involves moving beyond developing allies by educating them about dynamics of power, 
privilege, and oppression.  It involves a broader, more activist-oriented education that teaches 
justice-oriented change.  Levine and Dean (2011) found that student participation in campus 
protest activities is down and students in their study struggled to see how they could contribute 
meaningfully to larger, more global issues of social justice.  Perhaps Levine and Dean’s results 
relate to what Jenkins described as a lack of focus on advocacy and agency in social justice 
education that help students better understand how they can direct their energies in meaningful 
ways that advance social justice.  
The tension Jenkins identified also relates to a gap that exists in the literature.  Little 
research exists in student affairs literature that explores the intersection of social identity 
development and social justice education related to activism (e.g. Hernandez, 2012; Linder & 
Rodriguez, 2012; Renn, 2007; Rhoads, 1997).  My question, “how do social justice activists 
develop an activist identity?” remains largely unanswered in student affairs literature.  
Understanding the answer to this question, for student activists and activists in other sectors of 
society, would help inform how student affairs professionals engage in social justice education.  
Studying social justice activist identity development could help build a stronger bridge between 
the bodies of social identity development and social justice education literature and would 
support the development of future leaders committed to progressive change for social justice.  
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Definition of Terms 
Activist Person who devotes a significant and meaningful amount 
of time working in culturally competent ways toward 
changing the nature of societal structures and the ways in 
which people interact with society to achieve justice and 
equitability.   
 
Ally “Someone from the agent group who will ‘stand in the 
way’ of oppression when it is aimed at a target person; 
someone who will recognize privilege as a member of the 
agent group and will question and resist the 
institutionalized oppression as much as possible” 
(Reason, et al., 2005 as cited by Davis & Harrison,2013, 
p. 27). 
 
Minoritize An alternative term to minority that emphasizes the social 
construction of underrepresentation.  Harper (2012) 
explained that “Persons are not born into a minority 
status… Instead they are rendered minorities in particular 
situations and institutional environments…” (p. 9).   
 
Positionality “The shifting ways individuals are located within broader 
societal structures of political, cultural, and economic 
domination, and of equality.  Thus gender, race, culture, 
sexual orientation, and social class, for example, are 
historically based, representing evolving sets of relational 
dynamics, rather than fixed identities” (J. Q. Adams, 2003 
as cited by Davis & Harrison,2013, p. 30). 
 
Student Affairs Refers to a complex and varied division of functional areas 
found at colleges and universities that promote students’ 
holistic learning and development by providing services, 
opportunities, resources, support, and education as student 
transition to, move through and exit an institution.  
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Overview of the Dissertation 
 In chapter two, I review student affairs literature related to identity development, social 
justice education, and activism.  I examine theoretical frameworks present within existing 
literature and share the theoretical frameworks that informed this study.  In chapter three, I share 
my social justice journey and pathway toward the topic of this study in the form of a scholarly 
personal narrative.  The intent of sharing my journey is to provide readers with a framework for 
understanding my positionality as the author of this study and for interpreting my work.  In 
chapter four, I provide the methodological and epistemological framework for this study.  I 
include my philosophical and epistemological assumptions rooted in feminist standpoint theory 
and constructivism.  I then describe constructivist grounded theory methodology of my study and 
share the methods I employed to collect and process data.  In chapter five, I share results of my 
study related to elements of activist identity using the metaphor of fire.  I continue sharing results 
in chapter six by outlining common positions along participants’ social justice journeys.  In 
conclude with chapter seven, where I provide a brief summary of my results and offer 
implications of my research, limitations of my study, and areas for future research.  
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CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 Social justice activist identity development is an uncharted area of research in student 
affairs literature.  Many student affairs scholars have studied college student identity 
development (Evans et al., 2010).  Many others have written about social justice education (e.g., 
Adams, et al., 2007; Adams, Blumenfeld, Castañeda, Hackman, Peters, & Zúñiga, 2010; 
Landreman, 2013; Davis & Harrison, 2013).  However, few student affairs researchers have 
explored the intersections of activism and identity (e.g. Hernandez, 2012; Linder & Rodriguez, 
2012; Renn, 2007; Rhoads, 1997), and fewer have explored situating social justice activism as a 
dimension of identity and identity development (Renn, 2007).  Therefore, below I review 
relevant literature on this topic by exploring three distinct categories: 1) identity development 
theory in student affairs; 2) social justice education in student affairs; and 3) activism and 
identity in student affairs literature.  While exploring these categories, I identify both tensions 
and gaps within the literature.  
Identity Development Theory in Student Affairs 
Student development theory is the cornerstone of professional preparation in the student 
affairs field (Evans et al., 2010; Reason & Broido, 2011).  Evans et al. (2010) argued that student 
development theory “enables student affairs professionals to identify and address student needs, 
design programs, develop policies, and create healthy college environments that encourage 
positive growth in students” (p.7).  Student development theory is rooted in the academic 
disciplines of sociology and psychology, and is categorized into families: cognitive-structural, 
psychosocial, and social identity (Evans et al., 2010; Jones & Abes, 2013; Schuh et al., 2011).  
Student affairs scholars have developed more literature related to social identity theory than the 
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other two theory families (Schuh et al., 2011).  Social identity theory in student affairs literature 
is rooted in foundational developmental theories (e.g. Chickering, 1969; Sanford, 1962; and 
Erikson, 1968) and has evolved into more population-specific research (Evans et al., 2010; Jones 
& Abes, 2013; Schuh et al., 2011).  Social identity group research in student development 
literature has included, among others, ability identity development (Jones, 1996), gay and lesbian 
identity development (Cass, 1979; D’Augelli, 1994; Bilodeau & Renn, 2005), gender identity 
development (Gilligan, 1982; Davis, 2002; Carter, 2000), and racial identity development (e.g. 
Cross, 1971; Helms, 1993; Torres, 2004; Wijeyesinghe & Jackson III, 2001). 
In the 1990s, student identity development researchers began to identify problems with 
conducting research that isolates one dimension of identity and focuses on it in isolation from 
other dimensions of identity (e.g. Reynolds & Pope, 1991; Jones, 1996).  Researchers began to 
acknowledge that identities are complex, as they are comprised of multiple dimensions (Abes, 
Jones & McEwen, 2007; Jones, 1997; Jones & Abes, 2013; Jones & McEwen, 2000).  These 
multiple dimensions of our identity include our interpersonal roles such as being a parent or a 
teacher as well as our social identities such as ability, class, gender, race, religion, and sexual 
orientation (Abes et al., 2007; Jones & Abes, 2013; Jones & McEwen, 2000).  Jones and 
McEwen developed the Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity (MMDI), which expands on 
the complexity of identity showing the fluidity, intersectionality, and dynamism of the various 
dimensions of social identity.  This model has emerged as the premier model for identity 
development research in student affairs literature. 
Identity development works hand-in-hand with meaning making capacity (Abes, Jones 
& McEwen, 2007).  Kegan (1994) explained that intrapersonal, cognitive, and interpersonal 
development is an integrative meaning making process.  He described this meaning making 
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process as one toward self-authorship by which adults rely on internal meaning making capacity 
as opposed to external authority (Baxter Magolda, 2008, Baxter Magolda & King, 2007; Kegan, 
1994).  Baxter Magolda expanded on Kegan’s concept of self-authorship through her 
longitudinal study on adult meaning making.  She explained that a self-authored meaning making 
capacity represents a shift "from uncritically accepting values, beliefs, interpersonal loyalties and 
intrapersonal states from external authorities to forming those elements internally" (Baxter 
Magolda, 2008, p. 270).  Baxter Magolda identified three core elements to the experiences of her 
self-authored participants.  First, her participants found that “trusting their internal voices 
heightened their ability to take ownership of how they made meaning of external events" (p. 
279).  Second, her participants worked to “creat[e] a philosophy or framework —an internal 
foundation— to guide their reactions to reality" (p. 280).  Third, her participants described 
“‘crossing over’ from understanding their internal commitments to living them” (pp. 280-81).  
Abes, Jones, and McEwen (2007) integrated self-authorship theory and the MMDI, which 
combined Baxter Magolda’s work with self-authorship and the MMDI.  Both self-authorship 
theory and the MMDI have become significant guiding theories for student affairs researchers. 
Social Justice Education in Student Affairs 
 Bell (2007) described social justice as both an outcome and process.  The outcome, Bell 
explained, is “full and equal participation of all groups in society that is mutually shaped to meet 
their needs” (p. 1).  Bell emphasized that the process by which people attain this outcome should 
be “democratic and participatory, inclusive and affirming of human agency and human capacities 
for working collaboratively to create change” (p. 2).  Social justice education is a way to 
manifest both the outcome and process described above (Bell, 2007; Davis & Harrison, 2013; 
Reason & Davis, 2005).  Bell explained the goal of social justice education: 
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The goal of social justice education is to enable people to develop the critical analytic 
tools necessary to understand oppression and their own socialization within oppressive 
systems, and to develop a sense of agency and capacity to interrupt and change 
oppressive patterns and behaviors in themselves and in the institutions and communities 
of which they are a part.  (p. 2)  
  
Understanding definitions and goals of social justice serves as a foundation for the work of social 
justice educators in student affairs (Adams, et al. 2007; Adams, et al., 2010; Bell, 2007; Davis & 
Harrison, 2013; Landreman, 2013; Reason & Davis, 2005).  Within this literature, there are three 
key elements which I explore below: 1) power, privilege, and oppression; 2) social justice 
allyship; and 3) dialogue as a means of creating knowledge and awareness. 
Power, Privilege, and Oppression 
Student affairs professionals engaging in social justice education utilize concepts of 
power, privilege, and oppression to achieve social justice goals (Adams, et al., 2007; Adams, et 
al., 2010; Davis & Harrison, 2013; Davis & Wagner, 2005; Reason, et al., 2005a; Reason, et al., 
2005b).  Foucault (1980) established that “power is neither given, nor exchanged, nor recovered, 
but rather exercised, and …only exists in action” (p. 89).  Foucault explored the relationships 
that exist between force, which he represents as repression and oppression, and options of 
struggle and submission. Adams et al. (2007) used Foucault’s (1980) framework to discuss 
power in social justice education literature.  They defined power as the “ability to act or produce 
an effect” (Adams, et al., 2007, p. 190), and add to it by discussing “power over,” “power with,” 
“power within,” “personal power,” “social power,” and “empowerment.”  Social justice 
educators use this concept to educate students about how power works in action, both 
individually and with others. 
 Privilege is another important concept used by student affairs professionals in social 
justice education.  Hardiman and Jackson (2007) defined privilege as the unearned “advantages 
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or benefits afforded to certain people, based on their group identity or status” (p. 38).  McIntosh 
(1988) wrote a well-known and oft cited article on White privilege that grounds this definition in 
lived experience.  For example, grounding privilege in her personal experience, McIntosh wrote, 
“I take a job with an affirmative action employer without having co-workers on the job suspect 
that I got it because of race” (p. 11).  Others have provided similar accounts for Christian 
privilege (Schlosser, 2010), class privilege (Pittelman, K., 2010), male privilege (Deutsch, 2009), 
and heterosexual privilege (Carbado, 2010).  The concept of privilege is an important tool social 
justice educators use to raise consciousness about dominant and subordinate relationships with 
members of dominate groups (Love, 2010). 
 Oppression is a central social justice concept used to understand and analyze dominant 
and subordinate group relationships through the lens of institutional and social power and 
prejudice (Adams, et al., 2007; Davis & Harrison, 2013).  Bell (2007) explained that the term 
captures “the fusion of institutional and systemic discrimination, personal bias, bigotry, and 
social prejudice in a complex web of relationships and structures that shade most aspects of life 
in our society” (p. 3).  One best understands oppression in terms of the ways in which power and 
prejudice combine to form “isms” related to specific social identity groups, which are embedded 
into the systems by which we run our society (Adams, et al., 2007; Adams, et al., 2010; Davis & 
Harrison, 2013; Landreman, 2013).  Forms of oppression include ableism, ageism, classism, 
heterosexism, racism, religious oppression, sexism, and trans* oppression (Adams, et al, 2007; 
Adams, et al. 2010; Davis & Harrison, 2013).  
Vaccaro (2013) and Hardiman & Jackson (2007) described oppression in terms of three 
levels: individual, cultural, and institutional. Individual oppression illuminates the ways in which 
personal biases and beliefs affect our behaviors and personal interactions that facilitate othering 
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in conscious and unconscious ways.  Cultural oppression represents the ways in which society 
makes these biases and beliefs “normal” in our everyday lives through “values, icons, ideologies, 
aesthetics, lore, jokes, music, [and] popular culture” (Vaccaro, 2013, p. 31).  Institutional 
oppression involves embedding these biases into structures within social institutions “such as 
education, politics, healthcare, economy, media, religion, family, and the military” (Vaccaro, 
2013, p. 31).  Researchers have written about how elements of oppression play out on college 
campus and how to address these issues (e.g. Hamrick, 1998; Harper, 2009; Smith, 2013; 
Svoboda, 2012).  For example, Svoboda (2012) conducted research on the experiences of women 
student affairs professionals and their experiences in the academy with classism.  Her study 
integrated elements of individual, cultural, and institutional levels of oppression.  Smith (2013), 
in her work on mentoring “at-risk” college students, used concepts of dominant/subordinate 
relationships and elements of cultural and institutional oppression to describe ways that higher 
education professionals can both support students and change systems in more equitable ways.  
Combined, these levels of oppression illustrate how we have created and maintained 
dominant/subordinate relationships based on social group identity (Adams, et al, 2007; Adams, 
et al. 2010; Davis & Harrison, 2013; Hardiman & Jackson, 2007; Landreman, 2013).  
Social Justice Allyship 
 In an effort to raise consciousness about issues of power, privilege, and oppression, 
social justice education literature has focused on social justice ally development (e.g. Bishop, 
2002; Broido, 2000; Edwards, 2006; Miller, 2008; Reason, et al., 2005a; Reason, Millar, & 
Scales, 2005; Sanders Owney, 2010).  Broido (2000) explained that “Social justice allies are 
members of dominant social groups (e.g., men, Whites, heterosexuals) who are working to end 
the system of oppression that gives them greater privilege and power based on their social-group 
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membership” (p. 3).  While members of dominant groups are the beneficiaries of systemic 
oppression, they are also trapped by this system (Davis & Wagner, 2005; Hardiman & Jackson, 
2007; Laker & Davis, 2011), “confined to roles and prescribed behaviors from their group” 
(Hardiman & Jackson, 2007, p. 37).  As a result, ally development literature in student affairs 
outlines strategies for educating dominant group members about the ways in which privilege and 
oppression work and increasing their self-interest in ending systems of oppression (Bishop, 
2002; Broido, 2000; Edwards, 2006; Reason, et al., 2005a; Reason, et al., 2005b).  Broido (2000) 
conducted a qualitative phenomenological investigation of college student ally development, and 
explained that students in her study went through similar developmental processes: 1) increased 
awareness of and exposure to information about systemic oppression; 2) making meaning of new 
knowledge about oppression through dialogue and reflection; 3) recruitment and invitation to 
allyship by others; and 4) developing self-confidence to clarify position on social justice issues 
and communicate that position.  Broido’s model is consistent with Bishop’s (2002) model of 
interracial allies, which discussed understanding oppression, developing consciousness and 
healing, working toward personal liberation, becoming an ally, and maintaining hope.  
Edwards (2006) developed another ally development model that focused on ally 
motivations.  Edwards’ conceptual model describes three categories of motivation for allyship.  
The first, an aspiring ally for self-interest, is motivated through a personal connection.  They 
situate social justice problems with those who commit overt acts of bigotry and are interested in 
stopping these acts from happening.  They view bigoted actions as exceptions to a primarily just 
system.  The second, an aspiring ally for altruism, believes that problems of justice should be 
situated with dominant group members.  They see how privilege and oppression work and want 
to help those who are oppressed.  They are motivated by doing for others of marginalized groups.  
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Edwards explains that individuals in the third category, allies for social justice, understand how 
problems related to justice should be located in the system.  They see justice work as an issue of 
liberation for all, not simply a problem for victims of subordinated groups.  They are motived 
both by self-interest and by what is good for everyone else because they see the connection 
between the two.  Ally development efforts in student affairs literature on social justice 
education efforts focus on teaching dominant group members about dynamics of power, 
privilege, and oppression, helping them to see their self-interested in social justice work, and 
encouraging their action toward a social justice agenda (Bishop, 2002; Broido, 2000; Chizhik & 
Chizhik, 2002; Davis & Harrison, 2013; Davis & Wagner, 2005; Edwards, 2006; Laker & Davis, 
2011; Landreman, 2013; Reason, et al., 2005a; Reason, et al., 2005b). 
Dialogue: Creating Knowledge and Awareness   
Strategies for achieving social justice goals through education have focused on creating 
opportunities for dialogue that expand individuals’ knowledge and personal awareness (Einfeld 
& Collins, 2008; Johnson & Longerbeam, 2007; Landreman, 2013; Lazarus Stewart, 2012; 
Lechuga, Norman Clerc, & Howell, 2009; Mitchell, 2005; Quaye, 2012; Wang & Rodgers, 2006; 
Watt, 2007; Zúñiga, 2003; Zúñiga, Nagda,  Chesler, & Cytron-Walker 2007).  Some of the 
literature addresses this through discussion about past experience (Johnson & Longerbeam, 
2007; Lazarus Stewart, 2012; Quaye, 2012; Watt, 2007; Zúñiga, 2003; Zúñiga et al., 2007).  
Other literature focuses on creating opportunities for students to gain experience, reflect upon 
that experience, and discuss their experiences as a process of meaning-making  (Einfeld & 
Collins, 2008; Lechuga, Norman Clerc, & Howell, 2009; Mitchell, 2005; Wang & Rodgers).  
Social justice educators have found that intergroup dialogue, or dialogue between social 
groups, is an important strategy for creating the kind of knowledge and awareness that inspire 
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social change (Quaye, 2012; Watt, 2007; Zúñiga, 2003; Zúñiga et al., 2007).  Zúñiga et al. 
(2007) explained that intergroup dialogue is: 
a face-to-face facilitated learning experience that brings together students from different 
social identity groups over a sustained period of time to understand their commonalities 
and differences, examine the nature and impact of societal inequalities, and explore ways 
of working together toward greater equality and justice. (p. 2) 
 
Intergroup dialogue is grounded in the epistemological assumption that knowledge is co-created 
(Brookfield & Preskill, 2005; Zúñiga et al., 2007), and sets about the tasks of raising 
consciousness, which includes “developing personal and social identity awareness” (Zúñiga et 
al., 2007, p. 11), developing  “social systems knowledge” (Zúñiga et al., 2007, p. 12), “building 
relationships across differences and conflicts” (Zúñiga et al., 2007, p. 12), and “strengthening 
individual and collective capacities to promote social justice” (Zúñiga et al., 2007, p. 16). 
Intergroup dialogs involve four stages (Zúñiga, 2003; Zúñiga et al., 2007).  The first 
involves building relationships as the foundation for developing an environment of “honest and 
meaningful exchange” (Zúñiga et al., 2007, p. 26).  The second is to situate the dialogue in 
exploring similarities and differences in experiences, and can often be “difficult for students 
from stigmatized or targeted social groups, especially when it results in revisiting painful 
experiences…” (Zúñiga, 2003, p. 13).  The third stage involves exploring conflict through 
dialogue about hot topics (Zúñiga, 2003; Zúñiga et al., 2007).  During this stage, facilitators 
encourage participants to ask questions and voice their thoughts and opinions, ask questions that 
inspire deep thought, and encourage participants to address conflicts as they arise.  The final 
stage builds upon previous stages and involves planning action.  Zúñiga et al. (2007) wrote that:  
Some of these action plans or commitments may focus on individual behaviors such as 
one’s own discriminatory behavior or prejudiced statements by roommates or parents, 
while others may focus on institutional policies and programs such as biased admissions 
policies or evidence of racism and sexism on campus.  (p. 30) 
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Hurtado (2001) explained that research on intergroup dialogue yields positive results including: 
understanding of others and other social groups, knowledge about stereotypes and prejudice, 
awareness about inequitable social systems, and an awareness of the causes of social group 
conflict. 
Watt (2007) also framed dialogue as a central strategy for attaining social justice goals.  
Watt’s work focuses on difficult dialogues, which she defines as “a verbal or written exchange of 
ideas or opinions between citizens within a community that centers on an awakening of 
potentially conflicting views of beliefs or values about social justice issues” (p. 116).  These 
dialogues often trigger resistance within individuals of privileged social identities.  Watt 
identifies eight defense modes common for those of privileged identities that combine to form 
the Privileged Identity Model, and discusses how understanding these modes help facilitators 
navigate difficult dialogues more effectively.  
Individuals who are presented with the idea that they belong to a privileged identity 
group often exhibit defense modes of “denial, deflection, or rationalization” (Watt, 2007, p. 120).  
Denial, Watt explained, happens when a person argues “against and anxiety provoking stimuli by 
stating that it does not exist” (p. 120).  Deflection involves a person making “a comment that 
avoids coming to terms with the realities of [oppression] by deflecting the focus toward a less 
threatening target” (p. 120).  Rationalization is a defense where “an individual supplies a logical 
response regarding why atrocities happen” and “present[s] an alternative reason that does not 
require him or her to explore the roots of injustice in more depth” (p. 121). 
When individuals begin to contemplate the idea that they belong to a privileged social 
identity, common defense modes include “intellectualization, principium, and false envy” (Watt, 
2007, p. 120).  Intellectualization involves avoiding “feeling dissonant by focusing on the 
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intellectual aspects associated with topics of social justice” (p. 121).  Another response is 
principium, which involves “avoiding exploration based on a religious or personal principle” (p. 
121).  A final defense mode for individuals contemplating their privilege is false envy, which 
Watt explains involves displaying “affection for a person or a feature of a person in an effort to 
deny the complexity of the social and political context” (p. 121-122).  As individuals attend to 
feelings of dissonance about a new awareness of social justice issues, they often begin 
contemplating action to resolve the issues.  Two defense responses related to this experience 
include benevolence and minimization.  Benevolence involves focusing on “acts of good will 
rather than how reaching down to help those less fortunate than you can contribute to 
maintaining the current dominant society structure” (p. 122).  Minimization involves reducing 
“the magnitude of a social and political issue down to simple facts” (p. 122).  Understanding the 
defense modes identified in the Privileged Identity Model can help facilitators to normalize the 
defensiveness of individuals of privileged social groups, understand and meet where dialogue 
participants are in their learning, anticipate barriers to advancing conversation, and identify and 
address problematic privileged behaviors during difficult dialogues (Johnson & Longerbeam, 
2007; Watt, 2007). 
Activism and Identity in Student Affairs Literature 
Bell and Griffin (2007) explained that there are three core goals of social justice 
education, which are “to increase personal awareness, expand knowledge, and encourage action” 
(p. 70).  In previous subsections, I have discussed strategies social justice educators employ to 
achieve the first two goals.  In this section, I explore student affairs literature related to activism. 
I found that researchers and authors published few articles that situate activism as a central topic.  
I located six articles in the Journal of College Student Development (Biddix, 2010; Hamrick, 
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1998; Hernandez, 2012; Linder & Rodriguez, 2012; Renn, 2007; Rhoads, 1997), two articles in 
the Journal of College and Character (Broadhurst & Martin, 2014; Malaney, 2006), two in the 
NASPA Journal About Women in Higher Education (Biddix, 2010a; Vaccaro, 2009) and one in 
the Journal for Student Affairs Research and Practice (Chambers & Phelps, 1993).  
Additionally, I found one dissertation focused on activism and leadership development (Page, 
2010).  
Nearly all articles had a direct connection with social identity, with the exception of three 
(Broadhurst & Martin, 2014; Biddix, 2010b; Chambers & Phelps, 1993) and only one study 
focused on individuals following their experience as students (Hernandez, 2012).  Three themes 
emerged while reviewing literature on activism in student affairs writing: 1) activism serves as a 
developmental opportunity for college students; 2) marginalization served as an avenue for 
activism; and 3) student activists made connections with social identity communities on and off 
campus. 
Activism as a Developmental Opportunity 
All of the student affairs literature on activism described it as a developmental 
opportunity for college students (Biddix, 2010a; Biddix, 2010b; Broadhurst & Martin, 2014; 
Chambers & Phelps, 1993; Hamrick, 1998; Hernandez, 2012; Linder & Rodriguez, 2012; 
Malaney, 2006; Page, 2010; Renn, 2007; Rhoads, 1997; Vaccaro, 2009).  Chambers and Phelps 
(1993) argued that student activism on college campuses provides opportunities for development 
similar to other campus involvement opportunities.  They explained that activism provided 
students with opportunities to explore values, develop moral and ethical reasoning, and learn 
leadership as a process of making change in society.  Rhoads (1997) made similar arguments in 
his study of student activism.  Rhoads conducted a phenomenological study of student activism, 
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identifying over 200 case examples, identifying five cases that covered identity related issues, 
and conducted over 100 interviews with students, alumni, faculty, staff, and community 
members.  Rhoads argued that student affairs professionals and faculty members have an 
obligation to view students’ engagement in activism as pedagogical moments through which 
learning and development happen.  
Renn (2007) also found developmental implications for students engaging in activism.  
She conducted a study of fifteen student leaders and activists from three Midwest colleges and 
universities to understand how participants’ LGBTQ identities intersect with their identities as 
leaders and activists.  Renn found that many participants merged these identities and found a 
distinction between what she labels positional and transformational identities.  Those that fell 
into the transformational category in Renn’s study identified as activists. Positional leaders were 
those who lead within established leadership roles and who did not explicate and intention to 
work toward changing societal structures.  Transformational leaders were those who expressed 
intent to work toward changing societal structures of privilege and power.  Renn described 
differences between the positional and transformational categories, writing that a positional 
leader: 
cannot imagine leading in a system that has been deconstructed, because he or she does 
not see that leadership can exist other than in the positions that the system supports; a 
Transformational leader sees that leadership is not dependent on the existence of 
positional leadership roles and thus can imagine a social system that does not rely on 
those roles to create change. (pp. 320-321)  
  
Renn found that her participants went through important developmental processes related to their 
understanding of positional and transformational leadership.  Another important implication that 
Renn discussed is the important role that mentors played in the lives of her participants.  She 
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found that mentors often encouraged and supported students’ engagement in opportunities that 
promoted their growth as leaders and activists. 
Marginalization as an Avenue for Activism  
Many of the studies about activism in student affairs research found that experiences with 
marginalization often provided an avenue to activism (Hernandez, 2012; Linder & Rodriguez, 
2012; Renn, 2007; Rhoads, 1997; Vaccaro, 2009).  Rhoads (1997) found identity played a central 
role in students organizing action, which linked to broader concerns of educational attainment 
and social justice for members of marginalized groups.  Linder and Rodriguez (2012) conducted 
a qualitative narrative inquiry into the experiences of seven women of color college student 
activists to understand how participants made meaning of their multiple identities.  They chose 
not to define activism in their study, opting to allow participants to self-select into the study.  
Linder and Rodriguez (2012) found that participants came to their activism through their 
experiences with marginalization, “Each participant shared a specific instance when she 
discovered activism through one of her marginalized identities, including race, gender, sexual 
orientation, class, immigrant status, or a combination of several identities” (p 389).  Participants 
cited encouragement from family to engage in activism, feeling a sense of responsibility to 
engage in activism, and some discussed it as a form of survival.  Vaccaro (2009) found similar 
results in her case study of a feminist undergraduate student group that explored their identities 
as women and feminists, and the transformation of their activism because of institutional sexism.  
Vaccaro explained that their understanding of sexism and fear of its future repercussions inspired 
the activism of participants in her study: “All of the interview participants talked abstractly about 
their desire to live in a future where they would not be held back as women.  Their fear of the 
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future, instead of their present or past experiences, inspired their feminism” (p. 9).  These 
examples highlight the profound role that oppression plays in inspiring student activism. 
Connection with Marginalized Communities   
In addition to inspiring activism, students’ experiences with marginalization also inspired 
their connection with others from their targeted identity groups both in and outside of their 
college and university experiences.  Hernandez (2012) conducted a social constructionist 
narrative inquiry into the developmental experiences of seven Mexican American women who 
were involved in student activism in the 1990s.  She found that participants developed an 
increasingly complex understanding of racism, oppression, and privilege within various contexts 
and how to negotiate their identities as Latinas within varied contexts.  Hernandez also found 
that participants’ became involved in activism initially because of a desire to connect with the 
Latino community and the expectation for involvement in activism that came along with that 
connection.  She explained, however, that their involvement in activism eventually shifted from 
external motivation felt through pressure applied by others to an internalized life calling to 
advocate for Latina/os.  
Renn (2007) explained that participants in her study not only developed connections with 
other LGBT identified students and community members but also connected their experiences to 
other targeted identities.  Renn wrote, “A hallmark of the students in this pattern at any point in 
their LGBT campus involvement was a commitment to activism – to changing the system not 
only for LGBT people, but for poor people, people of color, and immigrants” (p. 322).  Not only 
did experiences with oppression serve as a primer which inspired student activism, but it also 
lead to connection  to others who experience similar and different forms of oppression. 
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Tensions and Gaps in the Literature 
 Student affairs literature has placed significant emphasis on identity development and 
social justice education.  Identity development literature helps student affairs educators 
understand the developmental process students navigate while exploring their identities, 
especially the unique nuances related to social group identity (Evans et al., 2010; Schuh, Jones, 
& Harper, 2011).  Within student affairs literature on social justice education, researchers have 
made important contributions to understanding strategies to facilitate students’ personal 
awareness and knowledge about social justice issues.  Bell and Griffin (2007) framed three goals 
of social justice education (personal awareness, expanding knowledge, and encouraging action) 
as a continuum.  They situated personal awareness on the novice end of this continuum and 
encouraging action on the advanced and experienced end of this continuum.  A tension within 
student affairs literature is that the goal of social justice education is to move students toward 
action, while much of the literature focuses on personal awareness and expanding knowledge.  
 Social justice educators in student affairs will often rely on “current and historical 
examples of social action and activism” to achieve the goal of encouraging action (Domingue & 
Neely, 2013).  Case examples such as Nelson Mandela (Brookfield, 2008; Mandela, 1994), 
Myles Horton (1990), and Jane Adams (Knight, 2010) provide biographical accounts of their 
experiences with activism and what inspired the development as activists.  Researchers in student 
affairs have made significant contributions to understanding the experiences of student activists 
(Linder & Rodriguez, 2012; Renn, 2007; Vaccaro, 2009).  However, the number of contributions 
to understanding activism in student affairs contexts remains small.  Much of the literature that 
does exist has focused on student activism.  
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Although researchers outside of student affairs have explored this phenomenon by 
conducting empirical research on activists and their experiences (e.g. Curry-Stevens, Lee, Datta, 
Hill, & Edwards, 2008; Parks Daloz, Keen, Keen, & Daloz Parks, 1996; Valocchi, 2013), only 
one study that focused on non-student activists exists in student affairs literature (Hernandez, 
2012).  In this study, Hernandez focused on the experience of former student activists within a 
Latino student movement and the impact of that experience on these students later in life.  
Additionally, only one other study in student affairs literature explored activism as an element of 
identity (Renn, 2007).  While discussing the goal of inspiring action as a social justice educator 
in student affairs, Domingue and Neely (2013) wrote “even those educators who are personally 
committed to social justice are often not well prepared to take action in their own lives, let alone 
facilitate social action engagement among their students” (p. 232).  Hernandez (2012) argued 
that more research needs to be done on the experiences of activists belong to other social identity 
groups in order to explore more broad reaching implications.  I propose to conduct research on 
social justice activists (similar to Hernandez, 2012) that focuses on social justice activism as an 
element of identity (similar to Renn, 2007), which could yield important practical implications 
for social justice educators in student affairs. 
Theoretical Frameworks within Existing Literature 
 Theory is an important tool that helps us make meaning of the world around us.  Anfara 
and Mertz (2006) described a theoretical framework as “any empirical or quasi-empirical theory 
of social and/psychological processes, at a variety of levels (e.g., grand, mid-range, and 
explanatory)” (p. xxvii).  Anyon (2009) articulated the usefulness of theory and theoretical 
frameworks, explaining that they “help us to understand and explain discursive and social 
phenomena and [they provide] a model of the way that discourse and social systems work and 
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can be worked upon” (p. 3).  Three relevant theoretical frameworks emerged in my review of 
student affairs literature on identity development, social justice education, and activism: 1) 
critical theory, 2) critical pedagogy, and 3) model of multiple dimensions of identity.  
Critical Theory 
While writing about the practice of social justice education to student affairs 
professionals and others in higher education, Davis and Harrison (2013) argued that critical 
theory is an important element.  Critical theory is an important element of social justice 
education because it helps us to understand “the ways in which people accept as normal a world 
that is characterized by massive inequities and the exploitation of the many by the few” 
(Brookfield, 2005, p. 2).  Critical theory exists with the dialectical tension between critiquing 
power structures that maintain inequity and envisioning an equitable, socially just and 
participatory system of economics and governance (Brookfield, 2005).  A core premise of 
critical theory is that we live in an unjust society that marginalizes people based on their location 
within social identities (Adams, et al., 2007; Brookfield, 2005; Jones & Abes, 2013).  Identity-
based oppression has a long history and has taken many forms (Adams, et al., 2007; Heagerty & 
Peery, 2000; Isbister, 2006; Jones & Abes, 2013; Takaki, 2008; Zinn, 2003) that have maintained 
dominant and subordinate economic, political, and social relations (Adams et al., 2007; 
Brookfield, 2005; Freire, 2010; Gramsci, 2000; Isbister, 2006; Wallerstein, 2004).  Student 
affairs researchers have utilized critical theory in exploring identity development (e.g. 
Hernandez, 2012; Jones & Abes, 2013; Harper, 2009; Patton et al., 2007) and in literature on 
social justice education (e.g. Adams et al., 2007; Adams et al., 2010; Davis & Harrison, 2013; 
Landreman, 2013). 
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Social justice, a vital part of the vision of critical theory, seeks liberation from oppression 
(Adams et al., 2007; Brookfield, 2005; Davis & Harrison, 2013; hooks, 1994; Landreman, 2013).  
It is both a goal and a process that seeks to advance and achieve values such as fairness, 
inclusion, and meeting the basic survival needs of all people (Adams et al., 2007; Baptist & 
Rehmann, 2011; Bell, 2007; Brookfield & Holst, 2011; Landreman, 2013).  Brookfield (2005) 
argued that there are five distinct and defining characteristics of critical theory.  First, critical 
theory is grounded in a political analysis that critiques capitalism.  Second, it seeks to provide 
people with knowledge that can free them from oppression.  Third, it diffuses the subject/object 
divide as those who are marginalized make manifest the vision of democratic socialism inherent 
in the theory.  Fourth, critical theory is normatively grounded, both critiquing the current state of 
affairs and envisioning new, more egalitarian possibilities for our society.  Fifth, verifying the 
theory is impossible until its visionary aspirations manifest in the world.  
 The writing of Karl Marx provides a foundation for the core elements of critical theory 
(Anyon, 2011; Au, 2012; Collins, 1994; Baptist & Rehmann, 2011; Brookfield, 2005; Kivisto, 
2011b).  Many authors use Marx’s writings in developing and articulating critical theory (Anyon, 
2011; Au, 2012; Baptist & Rehmann, 2011; Brookfield, 2005; Harvey, 1990; Isbister, 2006; 
Kivisto, 2011a; Kivisto, 2011b; Lincoln, 1989; Wallerstein, 2004; Wysong, Perrucci & Wright, 
2014).  Regarding Marx, Brookfield (2005) wrote: “many of [critical theory’s] most important 
analytic categories – false consciousness, commodification, objectification, alienation – are 
derived from Marx’s interpretations of Enlightenment thought and his dialogue with Hegel” (p. 
18).  These Marxist concepts and others, including base/superstructure, historical materialism, 
state/civil society, rate of profit, reproduction, and others, have been used by theorists to 
conceptualize and critique capitalism and globalization (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; Harvey, 
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1990; Isbister, 2006; Marx, 2000; Shiva, 2005; Wallerstein, 2004; Wysong, Perrucci & Wright, 
2014).  Student affairs authors such as Davis and Harrison (2013) as well as Bell (2007) 
explained that Marxist thinking has served as a foundation for social justice practice. 
 Complimenting attention to critique, critical theory also focuses on creating a vision for a 
society liberated from white-supremacist capitalist patriarchy (Brookfield, 2005; hooks, 2004).  
This vison involves detoxifying our society from the effects of capitalism and individualism in a 
way that realizes our connected potential in a more egalitarian, democratic, socialist society 
(Brookfield & Holst, 2011; hooks, 2004) and that focuses on a sustaining relationship with our 
planet (Shiva, 2005).  Brookfield and Holst (2011) outlined four conditions that must be met in 
order to make the vision of critical theory a reality, including: 1) meeting basic survival needs, 2) 
determining how best to utilize resources in a fair and equitable way, 3) employing creativity to 
organize our work and education, and 4) operating in inclusive ways that “honor difference and 
protects the rights of minorities from the potential tyranny of the majority” (p. 8).  Those 
committed to critical theory believe that education is of central importance; an education that 
illuminates our current social, economic, and political systems that facilitate oppression and 
which helps people to envision liberation from these systems (Anyon, 2005; Au, 2012; Baptist & 
Rehmann, 2011; Brookfield, 2005; Brookfield & Holst, 2011; Freire, 2010; Giroux, 2011; hooks, 
2000a; hooks, 1994).  Authors in student affairs literature represent this belief by articulating 
social justice goals (Adams, et al., 2007; Adams, et al., 2010; Davis & Harrison, 2013; 
Landreman, 2013; Reason et al., 2005a). 
Critical Pedagogy 
In their book for student affairs professionals and other social justice educators in higher 
education, Davis and Harrison (2013) argued that “[c]ritical pedagogy, buttressed by critical 
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theory is offered as a framework for raising [critical] questions because of its recursive, context-
illuminating, and dialectic demands” (p. 84).  Many who write about social justice education in 
student affairs literature reference works by critical pedagogues (e.g. Adams, et al., 2007; 
Adams, et al., 2010; Davis & Harrison, 2013; Hamrick, 1998; Lechuga, Clerc, & Howell, 2009;  
et al. 2005a; Reason et al. 2005b; Rhoads, 1997).  Davis and Harrison (2013) build a connection 
between critical theory and critical pedagogy, explaining that “[c]ritical theory contends that, like 
history, economic interests and marketplace ideology influence schools and the production of 
knowledge,” and continue, writing that “[a] central tenet of critical pedagogy is therefore to 
unveil and analyze the structural relationships and policies that produce class interests, 
particularly those aimed at oppressing the least politically and economically powerful” (p. 90).  
Critical pedagogy, thus, has two primary aims: 1) critique - to examine the ways in which current 
schooling reproduces systems of oppression within our society, and 2) action - to develop and 
implement pedagogies within the education system that seek to liberate us from these systems 
(Giroux, 2011; Anyon, 2005).  Of the first, Giroux (2011) wrote: 
I use critical pedagogy to examine the various ways in which classrooms too often 
function as modes of social, political, and cultural reproduction, particularly when the 
goals of education are defined through the promise of economic growth, job training, and 
mathematical utility. In the context of reproduction, pedagogy is largely reduced to a 
transmission model of teaching and limited to the propagation of a culture of conformity 
and the passive absorption of knowledge. (p. 5) 
 
Hamrick (1998), in her article on “Democratic Citizenship and Student Activism” in the Journal 
of College Student Development discussed the concept of reproduction.  Hamrick discusses a 
case example of student dissent and argues that “democracy provides a means for conscious 
social reproduction” (p. 454).  She explained that students in the case raised awareness about 
racist and xenophobic remarks made by the namesake of a recently renovated and renamed 
building on campus.  Hamrick argued that the dissenting students’ actions were an attempt to 
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illuminate “continuing marginalization, and the naming decision symbolized unexamined social 
reproduction—in other words, perpetuation of a racist climate on campus” (p. 454).  
Three central works in critical pedagogy address reproduction within schooling systems.  
Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) described the ways in which school systems leverage cultural 
capital to transmit dominant culture and reproduce systems of inequality.  Svoboda (2012) 
utilized Bourdieu and Passeron as a framework for understanding how white women student 
affairs professionals from working class backgrounds navigated the culture of class-based 
privilege embedded within institutions of higher education.  Bowles and Gintis (1976) 
illuminated the concept of the hidden curriculum, which describes the ways in which unwritten 
codes of social relations and norms transmit and reproduce class-based inequities within 
schooling systems.  Smith (2013) utilized Bowles and Gintis as a framework for exploring the 
hidden curriculum of higher education for minoritized students deemed “at-risk.”  Apple (1995) 
interrogated the ways in which state control over the education system contributes to the large 
economic system, legitimizing it by making the function of education to produce trained workers 
to maintain the system.  Prakash and Esteva (2008) provided further critique of this system by 
describing the ways in which reproduction within formal education disconnects us from our 
communities and one another, “Neither school nor university looks toward passing on an 
unimpaired cultural inheritance.  Instead, they push and promote the professional career… The 
emphasis is on earning money in a provisional future that has nothing to do with place, 
commons, or community” (Prakash & Esteva, 2008, p. 3).  
The second aim of critical pedagogy that Giroux (2011) discussed relates to action.  
Giroux explained the role of critical pedagogy in his work related to this aim, writing: 
I place great importance, as did Paulo Freire, Roger Simon, Joe Kincheloe, and others, on 
the productive and deliberative nature of pedagogy. As part of a discourse of educated 
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hope, critical pedagogy in my work functions as a lens for viewing public and higher 
education as important sites of struggle that are capable of providing students with 
alternative modes of teaching, social relations, and imagining rather than those that 
merely support the status quo. (p. 6) 
 
To this end, Paulo Freire (2010) connected the first aim of critical pedagogy described above as 
social reproduction to the second related to action, by discussing the development and 
implementation of liberatory pedagogies.  Freire is a well-known critical pedagogue who has 
contributed significantly to the field (Gerhardt, 1993; Giroux, 2011; Holst, 2006).  
In Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire, 2010), which is widely considered one of the most 
influential critical pedagogy texts (Gerhardt, 1993; Giroux, 2011; Holst, 2006), interrogated the 
subject/object divide, which situates those in power (the oppressor) as subjects above those 
without, objects (the oppressed).  Freire argued that the oppressor/oppressed relationship is 
maintained, in part, through the banking education.  The banking education model is positivist in 
nature (Freire, 2010; Giroux, 2011), teaching students that there is a static way in which the 
world works, and the teacher imparts this knowledge onto students.  The banking education  
concept is a core element of critical pedagogy because of the way that it reframes educational 
practice away from the power structure of imparting knowledge toward Freire’s problem posing 
method of education that empowers students to address real world problems.  Freire’s work is 
well represented in student affairs literature (Adams et al.. 2007; Adams et al., 2010; Davis & 
Harrison, 2013; Jones & Abes, 2013; Landreman, 2013; Smith, 2013; Watt, 2007; Zúñiga et al., 
2007), by educators who have used his work in shaping curriculum, dialogue and co-curricular 
experiences.  
Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity 
Another important theoretical framework represented in the literature is the model of 
multiple dimensions of identity (MMDI – see Figure 1).  Many student affairs researchers 
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Figure 2.1. Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity.  Reprinted from the “A 
Conceptual Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity” S. Jones & M. McEwen, 2000, 
Journal of College Student Development, 41(4), p. 409.  Copyright [2000] by ACPA – 
College Students International.  Reprinted with permission. 
have used the model in research on student identity development (e.g. Abes & Kasch, 2007; 
Davis, 2002; Hernandez, 2012; Lazarus Stewart, 2009; Love et al., 2005; Patton, 2011).  The 
model explores the intersections of multiple social identities and uses an atom as a metaphor for 
the model.  The core of the model represents personal identity, attributes, and characteristics 
which are “somewhat protected from view” (Jones & McEwen, 2000, p.408).  Intersecting rings 
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that represent our various social identities surround the core.  Because these rings are 
intersecting, we cannot fully understand each dimension separate from one another (Abes, Jones 
& McEwen, 2007; Jones & Abes, 2013; Jones & McEwen, 2000).  Each dimension of our 
identity orbits a ring.  The dimensions of our identity that are closest to the core are more salient 
to us, and those further away from the core are less salient to us (Abes, Jones & McEwen, 2007; 
Jones & Abes, 2013; Jones & McEwen, 2000).  Context interacts with the model, influencing the 
salience of our dimensions of identity (Abes et al., 2007; Jones & McEwen, 2000; Jones & Abes, 
2013).  For example, race maybe more salient for a person experiencing a racial aggression.  
Abes, Jones and McEwen (2007) integrated self-authorship theory and the MMDI, adding 
meaning making filter to the model to better describe the relationship between context and 
salience (see Figure 2).  In the reconceptualized model, contextual influences pass through a 
meaning-making filter.  A filter that is thicker and has less permeable openings represents a 
person who has a more complex meaning making capacity and is more sophisticated and self-
determined in processing contextual influences (Abes et al., 2007; Jones & Abes, 2013).  A filter 
that is thinner and more permeable represents a person with a less complex meaning making 
capacity and is more reliant on external authority in processing contextual influences (Abes et 
al., 2007; Jones & Abes, 2013).  Abes’ integration of identity intersectionality and self 
authorship literature in the Reconceptualized Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity. 
Methodological Implications and Theoretical Limitations 
 Student affairs scholars have produced much literature on identity development 
and on social justice education.  Within the field, the MMDI emerged as a leading model for 
research on college student identity development.  Social justice education scholars in student 
affairs relied heavily on critical theory and critical pedagogy as frameworks for understanding  
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Figure 2. Reconceptualized Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity.  Reprinted from 
the “Reconceptualized Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity: The Role of Meaning-
Making Capacity in the Construction of Multiple Identities” E. Abes, S. Jones & M. 
McEwen, 2007, Journal of College Student Development, 48(1), p. 4.  Copyright [2007] 
by ACPA – College Students International.  Reprinted with permission. 
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effective strategies to achieve social justice goals.  Although student affairs researchers 
contributed significantly to literature on identity development and social justice education, little 
research exists on social justice activism as an element of identity.  Researchers within this 
subsection utilized the MMDI (e.g. Linder & Rodriguez, 2012; Renn, 2007) and elements of 
critical theory such as intersectionality (e.g. Linder & Rodriguez, 2012) and critical race theory 
(Hernandez, 2012).  These theories contributed significantly to understanding the ways in which 
multiple social identities intersect within the dynamic context of power, privilege, and 
oppression systems.  These researchers made significant contributions to the field by 
illuminating the experiences of student activists.  Student affairs researchers focused primarily 
on students, with the exception of Hernandez (2012), who concentrated on former students who 
participated in activism while in college, and how those experiences shaped their lives.  This 
study, which focused on the experiences of Mexican American students, made some progress 
toward understanding social justice activism as an element of identity and the developmental 
processes they went through.  However, the question of how social justice activists develop an 
activist identity is largely unaddressed in the literature.   
Theoretical Frameworks Informing This Study 
 Exploring the experiences of social justice activists to understand how they developed 
activist identities would fill a gap in student affairs literature.  Although models for ally 
development exist in the literature, there are no theoretical models that explain social justice 
activist identity development.  Three primary theoretical frameworks served as guides for my 
study.  First, Paulo Freire’s (2010) theory of conscientização helped in understanding what it 
looks like for one to develop critical consciousness about systems of oppression.  Second, Jack 
Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning helped in understanding how adults learn from life 
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altering changes that have a transformative impact on their lives.  Finally, Jones and Abes (2013) 
developed a model that integrates intersectionality theory into the MMDI, which they label the 
Intersectional Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity (IMMDI).  Together, these theoretical 
frameworks provided a solid foundation for understanding how social justice activists develop an 
activist identity, and guided the development of questions used during semi-structured 
participant interviews.  
Conscientização 
Freire explained that liberatory education can transcend the oppressor/oppressed 
relationship through a process of conscientização (critical consciousness) that presents our reality 
as dynamic, historically situated, and capable of transformation (Freire, 2005; Freire, 2010).  
Freire identified three levels of consciousness, and explains that conscientização involves a 
process of transition that is mitigated by social conditions and education (Freire, 2005).  First, he 
discussed semi-intransitive consciousness, which he explains as an inability for people to 
“apprehend problems situated outside their sphere of biological necessity.  Their interests center 
almost totally around survival… semi-intransitive consciousness represents a near 
disengagement between [humans] and their existence” (Freire, 2005, p. 13).  Individuals within a 
semi-intransitive consciousness are fixated with concern for more primary needs and are 
therefore less able to engage in extensive dialogue about why they are in the situation they are in, 
often resorting to “magical explanations” (p. 13).   
Next, Freire discussed naïve transitive consciousness, which he explains is characterized 
“by an over-simplification of problems; by nostalgia for the past; by underestimation of the 
common man [sic], by a strong tendency to gregariousness; by a lack of interest in 
investigation… by fragility of argument; by a strongly emotional style; [and] by practice of 
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polemics rather than dialogue…” (p. 14).  Naïve transitive consciousness differentiates from 
semi-intransitive in having a “developing capacity for dialogue” (p.14).  While this capacity is 
developing, it is still fragile; if development does not continue to progress, it is possible that it 
will give way to “irrationality” and “fanaticism” (p. 14).   
Finally, Freire described critical transitive consciousness, which he explained “is 
characterized by depth in the interpretation of problems; by substitution of causal principles for 
magical explanations; by testing one’s ‘findings’ and by openness to revision; by attempting to 
avoid distortion when perceiving problems and to avoid preconceived notions when analyzing 
them…” (p. 14).  Freire explained that a process of conscientização fosters the transition from 
naïve to critical consciousness by developing “the awakening of critical awareness” (p.15).  
Critical awareness of the oppressed/oppressor relationship is an important element of activist 
development (Hamrick, 1998; Hernandez, 2012; Linder & Rodriguez, 2012; Renn, 2007; 
Vaccaro, 2009).  Freire’s theory of conscientização provided a helpful framework for 
understanding activists’ development of critical consciousness and helped inform questions 
about this part of participants’ journeys.  
Transformative Learning Theory 
Transformative learning is a theory developed by Jack Mezirow (Brookfield & Holst, 
2011) and is understood to be “a process by which previously uncritically assimilated 
assumptions, beliefs, values and perspectives are questioned and thereby become more open, 
permeable and better validated” (Cranton as cited by Brookfield & Holst, 2011, p. 32).  Mezirow 
(2000, p. 22) explained that transformative learning often follows some combination of the 
following phases: 
- A Disorienting Dilemma  
- Self-examination with feelings of fear, anger, guilt, or shame  
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- A critical assessment of assumptions  
- Recognition that one's discontent and the process of transformation are shared  
- Exploration of options for new roles, relationships and actions  
- Planning a course of action  
- Acquiring knowledge and skills for implementing one's plans  
- Provisional trying of new roles  
- Building competence and self-confidence in new roles and relationships  
- A reintegration into one's life on the basis of conditions dictated by one's new 
perspective  
 
Essentially, Mezirow’s phases for transformative learning entail confronting a disorienting 
dilemma, critical reflection on assumptions, recognition and adoption of a new meaning making 
framework, and integrating the new framework into action.  Brookfield (1995), in discussing 
Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning, explained that “it is the unique function of adult 
learning to bring into critical consciousness the assumptions and perspectives learned uncritically 
in childhood and adolescence” (p. 220).  
 In distinguishing transformative learning from other kinds of learning, Kegan (2000) 
explains that “informative learning” represents a change in what we know and “transformative 
learning” represents a change in how we know (p. 50).  Kegan explained that informative 
learning is “aimed at increasing our fund of knowledge, at increasing our repertoire of skills, at 
extending already established cognitive capacities into new terrain” (p. 48).  Transformative 
learning, Kegan articulates, involves a restructuring or reconstruction of how we know, or in 
other words, in epistemology.  
 Brookfield (2012) wrote about the connection between transformative learning theory 
and critical theory.  He explained that critical theory has “a transformative, metamorphosing 
impulse” (p. 131).  Brookfield also explained that transformation of both self and society are 
core learning projects of critical theory.  Some of these forms of learning include understanding 
how we are socialized under a dominant ideology, developing awareness of how we consent to 
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this ideology, learning how to build community and mobilize for change (Brookfield, 2012).  
Brookfield wrote that “moving toward more cooperative, collective, democratic, and socialist 
ways of thinking and living requires a transformation in the ways we think, the ways we act 
toward each other, the ways we organize society and politics, the ways we distribute resources 
available to us, and the ways we understand the purpose of life” (p. 143).  The types of learning 
and transformations outlined by Brookfield are goals of social justice and represent the kinds of 
learning and transformation that social justice activists are likely to undergo.  Transformative 
learning theory provided a helpful lens in creating questions to better understanding how 
participants came to be activists.  
Intersectional Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity 
 Jones and Abes (2013) built upon the Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity (see 
Figures 1 and 2) by integrating intersectionality theory.  While explaining the characteristics of 
intersectionality as a theoretical framework, Jones and Abes wrote that intersectionality has  
“an explicit focus on locating individuals within larger structures of privilege and oppression” (p. 
135).  They explain that larger societal systems form “interlocking systems of oppression” (p. 
138) that shape both how identity forms and how we make meaning of identity.  Jones and Abes 
explained that intersectionality has been a valuable theory in the evolution of student identity 
development theory because of the nuanced articulation it brings to identity narratives.  They 
also critiqued the use of intersectionality theory in student affairs literature explaining that it can 
become reductionist if “the analysis does not include connecting individuals to groups; groups to 
society; and individuals, groups, and society – all in connection to structures of power” (p. 141).  
Jones and Abes argued that intersectionality theory brings a “transformative potential” because 
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of its “explicit commitment to eliminating inequality and promoting social justice and social 
change” (p. 147). 
 In developing the IMMDI, Jones and Abes built upon the RMMDI (see Figure 2), 
changing or expanding upon three primary elements - context, core, and filter.  In their revision 
of the context element of the theory, Jones and Abes wrote, “An intersectional definition of 
context insists on a structural one, without which the unveiling of power is not possible. The 
tenets of intersectionality are specific about the nature of context in that it is represented as 
interlocking systems of inequality” (p. 157).  In Figure 3, the larger exterior intersecting ellipses 
represents context.  Each ellipsis represents an element of identity-based oppression (e.g. racism, 
sexism, ableism, etc.), and the points at which the ellipses intersect represent the ways in which 
systems of oppression interlock within the context of an individuals’ lived experience.  Take, for 
example, a young Black woman from a working class family who is denied admittance to her top 
choice college because of a low ACT score.  Intersectionality would challenge the researcher to, 
as Jones and Abes described, conduct a macro-analysis that interrogates the sociohistorical 
elements of racism and classism within social structures in order to understand the narrative 
more fully.  The elements of interrogation may include how the student’s schooling experience 
was shaped by the way the school was funded and for whom and by whom the ACT test was 
designed. Jones and Abes explained that elements of the macro-analysis maybe implicit and not 
observable in the data.  They argued that it is the task of the researcher using an intersectional 
approach to make these implicit elements explicit.  Jones and Abes also discussed changes to the 
relationship between the core, described in the MMDI as personal identity and characteristics, 
and social identities.  They explained that the relationship between the two is more complex 
when integrating an intersectional approach, describing the possibility of “a blurring of the 
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boundaries between personal identity (in the core) and social identities that complicat[e] the 
process of self-definition” (p. 159).  Finally, Jones and Abes detailed how an intersectional 
approach to the MMDI informs how the meaning-making filter functions: 
[I]ntersectionality emphasizes how structures of privilege and oppression contribute to 
differences in the nature of students’ meaning-making capacity (the filter) depending on 
where they are positioned within these structures.  It is not simply that privilege or 
oppression might make someone more or less developed than another, but rather that the 
nature of the developmental process is itself qualitatively different depending on one’s 
intersecting identities. (pp. 160-161). 
 
 
Figure 2.3. Intersectional Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity.  Reprinted from 
Identity Development of College Students (p. 161), by S. Jones & E. Abes, 2013, San 
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.  Copyright [2013] by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.  Reprinted 
with permission. 
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The IMMDI (Jones & Abes, 2013) provided a helpful framework for understanding the 
relationships among contextual dynamics of privilege and oppression, and elements of personal 
and social identity.  This is especially critical for studies that seek to investigate social justice 
activist identity development.  The model also provided a framework for investigating the 
blurred lines between personal, social, and role identity that activists experienced, and how the 
multiple dimensions of their social identities as well as their experience with privilege and 
oppression shaped their process of developing as an activist.  
Freire’s (2005) theory of conscientização, Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning, 
and Jones and Abes’ IMMDI (2013) provided a helpful foundation for research on social justice 
activist identity development.  Although student affairs researchers explored how oppression 
affected activists’ experiences with activism, none used conscientização as a framework for 
research on activism.  Conscientização provides a framework that understands what the 
development of critical consciousness may look like for social justice activists.  Transformative 
learning theory compliments conscientização as a theoretical framework for investigating social 
justice activist identity development.  Transformative learning theory provided a framework that 
helped in understanding how activists developed critical consciousness and how they developed 
as activists.  
Freire’s (2005) theory of conscientização provides insight into what critical 
consciousness looks like, and transformative learning theory provided a framework for 
investigating how activists developed critical consciousness and learned to take action for a 
social justice cause.  Because the causes for which social justice activists struggle relate to social 
identity based oppression, the IMMDI provided a final framework that tied together 
conscientização and transformative learning.  The IMMDI interrogates the impact that larger 
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societal structures of privilege and oppression have on individuals, and explores that impact 
through the lens of social identities.  Abes and Jones (2013) argued that the impact of larger 
societal structures could produce not only different developmental outcomes, but different 
developmental processes as well.  The IMMDI, along with conscientização and transformative 
learning theory, helped in framing questions for participants about their developmental process 
during journeys as activists.  Together, these theoretical frameworks served as a helpful guide in 
framing my semi-structured interviews with participants to address my research question, “how 
social justice activists develop an activist identity?”   
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CHAPTER 3 
RESEARCHER POSITIONALITY THROUGH SCHOLARLY PERSONAL 
NARRATIVE 
 When researchers are forthcoming about both their experiences and background as well 
as their positionality they better equip readers to make meaning of their work.  Below I have 
written a short scholarly personal narrative (Nash & Bradley, 2011) about my social justice 
journey and the experiences that inspired my interest in studying social justice activist identity 
development.  Scholarly personal narrative is a research method developed by Robert Nash that 
serves as an exploration of one’s own narrative as it relates to a particular question or societal 
problem that has a broader significance (Nash & Bradley, 2011).  The scholarly personal 
narrative method insists that authors weave scholarship throughout the narrative to illuminate the 
story and connect it to a broader context.  The narrative I offer below will help readers to 
understand my story and journey toward my topic and will provide readers with insights into my 
positionality that can serve as a helpful context for interpretation.   
Race, Class and Gender Socialization 
I found it difficult to select a starting point when telling my social justice journey story.  I 
struggled with the question of where to start and how far back to go.  I decided that positionality 
is a helpful place to start.  I identify as a White, hetero, cisgender, able-bodied male from a well 
off, but working class background.  I am from a small farm town in Northeast Iowa, and I grew 
up going to a Catholic church.  I experience a lot of privilege because of my positionality.  
Growing up, this privilege disguised the ways in which my socialization shaped how I navigated 
the world and the standpoint from which I understood it.   
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The community in which I grew up was nearly entirely White.  All of my friends were 
White.  All of my teachers and classmates were White.  All of the people with whom I attended 
church were White.  We were a White community.  However, we were not immune to the 
racialized reality of the world.  Growing up, I can recall hearing racist comments and jokes about 
people of other racial and ethnic background.  I also recall that racial epithets were common 
vernacular in my home community.  While my interactions with people from racial/ethnic 
backgrounds different from my own were very limited, I did interact with a multi-ethnic family 
that lived in town.   
The daughter of the local veterinarian married a man from Pakistan, and they moved to 
town when I was in grade school.  They had four children, all boys, whom they homeschooled.  
They lived near the public park in town and I remember seeing them, but rarely interacting with 
them.  I remember feeling as though they were strange and I wondered why they did not attend 
school with us.  During one of the rare occasions that I did interact with one of the boys, Sultan, I 
was with a group of friends.  The interaction ended up being one of posturing for cultural capital 
(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990), where folks in the group, including myself, would pick on Sultan 
in subtle ways and elicit laughter from the rest of the group.  Sultan did not seem to understand 
what was happening as I remember him looking slightly confused but smiled and laughed along 
with the group.   
 All of my experience and socialization around race growing up instilled in me the deeply 
rooted script of White supremacy.  Paulo Freire (1970/2010) wrote about the concepts of 
humanization and dehumanization as well as about superior and inferior relationships.  Freire 
writes that in the process of dehumanization, we treat those we are dehumanizing as objects to 
act upon rather than subjects with whom we act.  This was both the subtle and overt script I 
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learned about folks who were racially/ethnically different from me – that I was superior to them 
and therefore they were less human than I was.   
This script of superiority held true not only for racial and ethnic differences, but also for 
class differences.  Growing up in a small farming community in northeast Iowa, class differences 
are different than you would find in a metropolitan area, but they still existed.  The differences 
were not that of the working class who enjoy a beer at the tavern versus the high society country 
club members who drink single malt scotch and hit little white balls around a yard at 1:00pm on 
a Thursday afternoon.  They were much more about folks who could afford a mortgage versus 
those who could barely make rent and put food on the table.  Growing up I was much less 
cognizant of the differences, but reflecting back, I know they were there.  I remember certain 
kids in my class had different colored lunch tickets because they were on free and reduced 
lunches.  I also remember the same kids having holes in their clothes and not having the same 
toys and school materials that I was privileged to have growing up.  I think back now and I 
wonder if, for some of these kids, the meal that they got at school was the only meal they had 
some days.    
In addition to Race and class, it is also important for me to reflect on the ways in which 
my gender socialization has shaped my worldview.  Growing up, I was attracted to the hero 
narrative.  I loved Superman, Batman, and Robin Hood, among other shows and cartoons.  All 
were White male characters and through their toughness, skill, and perseverance they worked to 
make the world a better place.  They had a go-it-alone attitude and were often in situations where 
they were saving people, in particular, a “damsel in distress.”  I think back now on what I learned 
from those shows and how that mimicked the roles and expectations of men that I was taught in 
my community.  Men were tough, not weak, handled their own problems and were to take care 
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of their families and be the primary earners.  The undergirding principles were that men had 
power, were in control, and did not show emotions because that was something women do.  
There were plenty of times as I was growing up that I was having problems at school and really 
could have benefited from talking through it with someone.  However, I chose not to because I 
did not think that was an appropriate thing for a man to do.  Therefore, I would put up a front 
that everything was fine.  Edwards and Jones (2009) wrote about a metaphor of a mask, 
explaining that men often feel uncomfortable with the expectations that society has laid out for 
them, fail to live up to these expectations, and therefore cover it up.  Society teaches men that not 
living up to the expectations that society has set for masculinity makes them less of a man.  
Therefore, men put on a mask and perform in a way that makes it appear as though we are 
meeting these expectations as a way of covering up the aspects of ourselves that do not meet 
these expectations.  This system of gender socialization both benefited and harmed me.   
Developing Consciousness 
I really began to confront my privilege in college.  A more apt description would be to 
say that my privilege confronted me rather than I confronted it.  This consciousness raising 
process for me happened through a combination of course work and conversations with friends 
and roommates who held very different views from me.  I find it difficult to identify one single 
event as a sort of social justice breakthrough, but the convergence of my experiences with these 
conversations and courses along with my friendship with Maureen were a real breakthrough for 
me.   
To provide some context, when I came to college I firmly believed that “homosexuality” 
[sic] was inherently evil, a product of the devil’s work in the world.  During college, for the first 
time in my life, friends were challenging me on this belief.  Professors in religion classes were 
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also challenging me to think critically about my understanding of God and to begin situating 
Bible passages in the historical contexts during which the authors wrote them.  Professors and 
peers were also pushing me to think for myself.  One of the most powerful invitations came from 
a theology professor who shared a story about how he reconciled the concept of a loving God 
and a God that condemns non-Christians to hell.  He ended his discussion of this contradiction 
by saying “the God I know could never do such a thing.”  This phrase was so powerful to me 
because, in the process of reconciling this contradiction, he relied on personal authority to 
meaning making of this contradiction.  Marcia Baxter Magolda described this process as self-
authorship.  Baxter Magolda (2008) explained that a self-authored meaning making capacity 
represents a shift "from uncritically accepting values, beliefs, interpersonal loyalties and 
intrapersonal states from external authorities to forming those elements internally" (p. 270).  
Hearing this professor discuss his own process of self-authorship was an invitation for me to 
begin to explore my own.     
As I began to embrace this journey of self-authorship, I began to experience the world 
differently.  A particularly meaningful experience for me was meeting and building a 
relationship with my friend Maureen.  Maureen was the first non-hetero identified person with 
whom I had ever knowingly conversed, and was a very warm and patient person.  She was also a 
priest at the Episcopal Church across the street from the college I attended.  One of my 
roommates attended Maureen’s church and invited me to attend.  I did and I found a very 
welcoming and joyful community.  So, I continued attending.  As I continued to get to know 
Maureen, I soon had the pleasure of meeting her partner Joan and I witnessed the love they 
shared for each other.  I began to question – “how could the God I know, a God of love, 
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condemn someone like Maureen to hell?”  I decided I could not reconcile the contradiction, other 
than to conclude for myself that a loving God would never do such a thing.   
Jack Mezirow developed a theory of transformative learning that illuminates “a process 
by which previously uncritically assimilated assumptions, beliefs, values and perspectives are 
questioned and thereby become more open, permeable and better validated” (Cranton as cited by 
Brookfield & Holst, 2011, p. 32).  This was exactly the process through which I was going while 
in college.  Mezirow explained that the inspiration for transformative learning comes from a 
disorienting dilemma, where one encounters what they consider reliable information that 
challenges a previously held belief or way of thinking.  For me, the disorienting dilemma was the 
contradiction highlighted by my religion professor and later on Maureen and Joan’s relationship.  
After wrestling with the contradiction, I decided that I could no longer hold on to my previously 
held beliefs about God and about my stance on same sex relationships.  My worldview had 
transformed.   
This experience was a bit like opening Pandora’s box for me.  I began to wonder what 
other previously held beliefs I harbored that I should also be challenging.  I continued to have 
conversations and took classes that challenged me.  During a course titled “Living in a Diverse 
World,” and I was exposed to Franz Fanon’s writing.  This was one of the first times that I began 
to think deeply about race and my Whiteness.  Later on that year, I went on a choir trip to South 
Africa and read about Nelson Mandela and the Apartheid struggle.  Visiting South Africa I 
witnessed first-hand the carnage of colonialism, although I did not know it at the time.  While in 
Cape Town, there was a stark difference between the part of town where people’s needs were 
met and parts where they were not.  I observed extreme poverty and despair, but also hope.  At 
one point, we were performing a concert at a school and afterward we had a lunch.  My privilege 
      
 
50 
really hit me as we were all in our tuxes and gowns performing for children who were lucky if 
they got one meal a day.  At points, it truly felt like poverty tourism.  Upon returning, we 
decided we wanted to do something and spent the next year raising enough money to support 
meals at the school we visited for a year.  In reflecting on this experience, it is very clear to me 
now what a White response we had to our experience in South Africa.  Paxton (2010) wrote 
about how one element of White epistemology is that we try to fix things.  Reflecting back, I 
think that we were trying fix the school we visited so that we could feel better about ourselves 
and what we observed during our visit.   
 My graduate education has also been a significant part of my social justice journey.  I like 
to say that this is when I started to “get critical.”  Core to this process has been my friend and 
mentor Tracy.  Tracy is one of the most empathic people in my life with one of the quietest egos 
of any person I know.  Tracy introduced me to Paulo Freire and other critical theorists and 
helped me to understand more fully how we organize and maintain systems of oppression (e.g. 
racism, sexism, classism, heterosexism, and ableism).  He also helped me to understand the 
importance of process.  He often questions, “Should we really be surprised when we hear a racist 
comment or see a sexist micro aggression given the society in which we live?  This doesn’t make 
it right, but not being surprised helps us have empathy.”  He often said, “shaming does nothing to 
educate.  We need to ask good questions, provide kind and constructive feedback, and listen 
folks into voice.”  Tracy’s compassion and empathy continue to be a model for me today.  He 
reiterated for me the importance of process.  He taught me that if we focus solely on the outcome 
and neglect the process, we run the risk of reproducing the very oppressive structures against 
which we are fighting.  I learned from Tracy process and outcomes are equally important.  
Adams (2007) emphasized both process and outcome in her chapter of social justice pedagogy.  
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In this chapter, she explains that social justice educators need to examine both what and how we 
teach.  Process and outcome are important parallels on the social justice journey.    
Student Affairs and Doctoral Education 
 During my time in my student affairs master’s program, I learned a great deal about the 
nuances of power, privilege and oppression.  I learned more about social identities and the ways 
in which our society’s structure and psyche are organized to privilege those of us who are Euro, 
hetero, cisgender, able bodied, dominant class, and men.  I also learned about developing and 
facilitating programs to educate students about social justice issues.  The more I have learned 
about social inequity and injustice the more my passion has grown for working toward liberation.  
I brought this passion to my first professional student affairs position in residence life and 
worked on a number of initiatives in my first year related to gender inequity and ableism.  My 
passion for social justice education continued to grow and I began contemplating doctoral 
programs in order to expand my learning around social justice education.   
 As I approached my doctoral work, I knew that I wanted to learn more about critical 
theory.  I had a taste of it in graduate school and I was ready for more.  More so than anything I 
had studied up to that point, it felt as though critical theory could help me understand how I 
could contribute my skills and talents toward advancing the common good.  I decided I wanted 
to test the waters in the St. Thomas program to see if I would be able to get what I was looking 
for from the experience.  The first course I took in the program was a class on social theory.  I 
had never taken a sociology course before, and the connections I was able to make between the 
sociological theory I was learning and social justice education intrigued me.  I learned about 
theorists such as Karl Marx, Pierre Bourdieu, and Irving Goffman, and I found myself wanting 
more.   
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Following this course, I took my first critical pedagogy class.  I really felt at home in this 
class and I was able to draw more clear connections between history and our current context.  In 
this course I read primary works from both Karl Marx and Antonio Gramsci and realized more 
fully how capitalism has shaped the trajectory of our world.  During the class, we also discussed 
the Occupy Wall Street movement.  I became interested in the movement both as a form of 
taking responsibility for our global community in solidarity against the tyrannical system that 
capitalism has instilled and a critical moment of changing consciousness that gave us the 
language of the 99% and the 1%.  Following this course, I was hooked.  I decided this was the 
right move for me and I applied and was accepted to the St. Thomas doctoral program. 
This movement really inspired me to think more critically about how we do social justice 
education in higher education.  One of the things I have learned about social justice education is 
that we operate on a spectrum from awareness/consciousness-raising through taking action for 
social change.  As I began to reflect critically about the work we do as social justice educators in 
student affairs, I began to realize that I think we do a good job of teaching about power, 
privilege, and oppression and take steps with our students to unveil the truth masked by the cloak 
of hegemony.  In student affairs, we also talk about teaching students to become change agents.  
This often takes the form of teaching student leaders on campus about interrupting micro-
aggressions and serving in peer leader/educator capacities.  These are all important things, but 
none that fundamentally aim to change overarching systems of oppression.   
In another of my critical pedagogy courses, I read the work of Paula Allman who 
juxtaposed two different kinds of praxis – acritical reproductive praxis and critical revolutionary 
praxis.  Allman and Wallis (1990) explained that acritical reproductive praxis involves working 
toward change that ultimately fails to alter dialectic relationships in a way that prevents the 
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reproduction of systemic oppression.  In essence, it involves the continuation of cycles and 
systems that maintain the dominance of the system privileges while also maintaining the 
marginalization of those who fall outside of power that privilege has granted.  Critical 
revolutionary praxis, Allman and Wallis explain, involves a change to the fundamental nature of 
a system in such a way that the dialectic relationship between dominant and subordinate is no 
longer reproduced.  Reading about these concepts was transformative.  I began to question 
whether the kind of social justice education pedagogy I learned was actually about the business 
of social justice.  Was it a form of repressive tolerance (Brookfield, 2005) that provided a dose of 
divergent opinion and perspective with no change to the fundamental systems that reproduce 
dominant and subordinate relationships?  I also began to ask myself, what would a pedagogy 
based on critical revolutionary praxis look like?  What would it look like for an individual to 
have a social justice education and be working toward systemic changes to our system that 
allows us to live as whole human beings in community with one another?   
I continued to stew on these questions as I progressed through my doctoral education.  As 
I reflected on dissertation topics throughout my doctoral journey, I kept coming back to these 
questions.  As I thought about what I could contribute to the field of student affairs related to 
social justice education, I began to ask myself – what if I studied folks who are working toward 
this kind of change?  What if I studied social justice activists?  As I reflected on these questions, 
I thought about what a study such as this could contribute to the field.  I thought this would be a 
great way to learn from social justice activists about what inspired them to engage in social 
justice work.  It could also be a way of contributing literature related to the action end of the 
social justice education continuum.  As I continued to reflect, I also became curious about 
intersections of social justice activism and identity.  We learn a lot about college student identity 
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development in student affairs preparation programs and about how people begin to self-author, 
developing and relying on personal authority in decision making rather than on external 
authority.  As I reflected, I began to question, “How does this look for people who engage in 
social justice activism?”  It seems as though this would become part of one’s identity and a core 
part of who they are and how they operate in the world.  As I neared closer to the end of my 
doctoral coursework, I went back to my journal of dissertation topic ideas that I had kept along 
the way.  As I read the ideas, I kept coming back to the topic of social justice activism and 
intersections with identity.  I was interested in the topic and it was not something that I was 
seeing in student affairs literature.  It was also a topic where I felt I could make a meaningful 
contribution to social justice education in the student affairs field.  Therefore, I settled on the 
research question: “How do social justice activists develop an activist identity?” 
Engaging in Social Action 
In addition to developing a dissertation question throughout my doctoral journey, I also 
began to question my personal action.  How am I working toward systems change in my life and 
in my work?  As I reflected on the question, I could think of some educational programs that I 
have developed for students and some policies and practices for which I have advocated in order 
to promote the inclusion of marginalized student populations.  However, I was struggling as I 
thought about whether my praxis was reproductive in nature or if it was the critical revolutionary 
brand that Allman and Wallis discussed.  As I continued to do this kind of personal reflection, I 
came across a chapter by Domingue and Neely (2013) titled “Why is it so hard to take action? A 
reflective dialogue about preparing students for social action engagement.”  They wrote about 
the espoused value in social justice education of encouraging students to act on their convictions, 
and continued, writing, “However, even those educators who are personally committed to social 
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justice education are often not well prepared to take action in their own lives, let alone facilitate 
social action engagement among their students” (p. 232).  When I read this, I stopped dead in my 
tracks.  I could not continue.  This was me.  Thus far, on my social justice journey and in my 
career as a student affairs professional, I had strived to learn about social justice and implement 
it into my practice.  However, in terms of my preparation to take action toward systems change 
in my own life, I was at a loss.   
As I continued to stew on my lack of action for systems change in my personal life, I was 
also seeing a great deal of media and attention regarding the murders of Michael Brown in 
Ferguson, Missouri and Eric Garner in New York.  Outrage over the murders continued to build 
and the Black Lives Matter movement continued to build momentum.  In Minneapolis, 
organizers for the Black Lives Matter movement arranged for a demonstration that shut down 
part of Interstate 35 for a few hours.  Soon after that, organizers announced their intent to plan a 
protest at the Mall of America during one of the busiest shopping days of the year.  I was 
debating whether I wanted to attend.  I was weighing the professional risk against my belief in 
the values of the movement.  I ultimately decided on the day of the protest that I would attend.   
This is the first protest I have ever attended.  As I arrived and entered the mall, people 
began to congregate near the center atrium area.  I met up with someone very close to me and we 
walked together on the second floor toward the atrium area.  There we saw police in riot gear 
who were barricading the way for folks to join others in the atrium area.  There were roughly 100 
folks in our same situation, cut off from the rest of the demonstrators who were in the atrium.  
We were chanting in solidarity with those in the atrium area, “Black lives matters,” and “hands-
up, don’t shoot.”  We were about three rows behind those directly at the police barricade. After 
about fifteen minutes, folks at the front began pressing forward through the police barricade and 
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those of us behind followed suit.  There were multiple barricades on each side of the second floor 
walkway, and we were the first and only to break through and join the rest of the protestors. 
 It was both exhilarating and nerve wracking.  I felt connected with the other protesters around 
me in a very profound way.  My heart was also racing as thoughts of what would happen if I 
were arrested kept flooding my head.  This was due to the significant display of force on the part 
of mall and city officials, which I found overwhelming.  Police had helmets and riot gear on and 
were intimidating.  The threats of arrest for a peaceful demonstration were also intimidating.  
The Mall of America often has events happening within the building where people gather in the 
rotunda and other locations.  However, mall officials treated this event differently.  Black Lives 
Matter elicited a different response.   
As I was in the moment during the protest, my mind also flooded thoughts about how I 
could avoid being arrested – my privilege confronted me again.  I, as a White man, was thinking 
that, if it came to it, I could simply say that I am shopping and not really involved.  Furthermore, 
it likely would have worked and I could have walked away without consequence because of the 
color of my skin.  Following this powerful reality check, I felt shame.  As I reflected in the 
moment, two quotes kept rushing through my mind.  The first was a bible passage that I 
remembered from my Christian upbringing during the night that Jesus was taken prisoner.  Peter, 
one of Jesus’s most devout disciples, tells Jesus, “I will never desert you” (The Access Bible, 
Matthew, 26.33).  Jesus replied to Peter, “Truly I tell you, this very night, before the cock crows, 
you will deny me three times” (The Access Bible, Matthew, 26.34).  Peter said to him, “Even 
though I must die with you, I will not deny you” (The Access Bible, Matthew, 26.35).  Later that 
evening, as Peter was trying to get close to where they were keeping Jesus, individuals identified 
him three times as one of Jesus’s disciples.  Each time Peter denied being a disciple.   
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As thoughts about avoiding arrest filled my head in the moment, I felt like Peter.  I can 
talk a big game about social justice and I can provide a relatively solid critical theory critique.  
However, when push came to shove and I had skin in the game, my internal monologue was one 
of self-preservation – how well engrained capitalist individualism is in my brain.  The other 
quote that filled my mind in the moment was from Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., 
“History will have to record that the greatest tragedy of this period of social transition was not 
the strident clamor of the bad people, but the appalling silence of the good people” (King Jr., M. 
L.)  I stayed through the protest and I put my hands up and continued to chant in solidarity with 
other protesters “hands up, don’t shoot,” and “Black Lives Matter.”  However, I’m sure that if 
the camera were pointed at me and one were to watch the footage, one might be able to tell the 
bit of hesitation on my face as those thoughts were pouring through my head.   
Days after the protest I learned that the City of Bloomington is planning to seek 
restitution for the cost of staffing the mall with police on Saturday.  I was, and still am, outraged.  
I decided to join the twitter movement #ChargeMeToo, posting, “Planning to encourage family 
and friends NOT to shop @mallofamerica - @bloomington_mn  #ChargeMeToo.” It was 
possible, although admittedly not probable, that I could have been charged for third degree 
rioting which comes with no more than 1 year in jail and no more than a $1,000 fine.  I also 
could have faced the restitution charges as well.  I decided I was okay with that.  I believe that it 
was and is an important moment in history, and we need to take a stand.  My hope is that this 
may be the beginning of a movement toward significant change.  I’m convinced we need 
activists willing to take a stand for what is right – it is the type of leadership our world so 
desperately needs.   
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Context for Interpretation 
 My hope is that my narrative about my social justice journey has provided readers 
context for understanding why I chose to research this topic and for interpreting the framework I 
have developed in this study.  As I mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, I believe it is 
important for researchers to own their positionalities and their stories and to offer them up to 
readers as context for interpretation their research.  A mentor of mine once said that theory also 
helps you understand what you have missed.  I believe this is an important part of research and 
scholarship.  When we as researchers own our stories and our positionalities and share them with 
readers, we better equipped readers with the context to understand what we as researchers may 
have missed.  As you read the rest of my study and make meaning of the framework that I have 
offered for critique, know that I appreciate opportunities to advance this work.  If there is one 
thing that I am certain about, it is that there are things that I have missed and things that could be 
made even better in this study.  My hope is that this chapter has provide the context upon which 
the research I offer in this study can be advanced.  And ultimately, that we continued our efforts 
as social justice educators inspire the advancement of justice for our common liberation.    
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CHAPTER 4 
METHODOLOGICAL AND EPISTOMOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 
In this section, I describe how I conducted this study and the assumptions that informed 
my research process.  I used qualitative research methodology to answer my question: How do 
social justice activists develop an activist identity?  Jones, Torres, Arminio (2006) explained that 
“[t]he intent of qualitative research is to illuminate and better understand in depth the rich lives 
of human being and the world in which we live” ( p. 2).  Qualitative research was uniquely suited 
for my study because I sought to achieve a deep understanding of social activism that illuminates 
the developmental process of participants’ activist journeys.  Below, I begin by discussing the 
philosophical and epistemological assumptions that situate myself as a researcher and undergird 
my research process.  I then provided a description of my methodology, constructivist grounded 
theory, and I end by discussing the methods I used in the study, including how I selected 
participants, analyzed process data, achieved credibility, and ensured that I conduct my study 
ethically. 
Philosophical and Epistemological Assumptions 
Creswell (2013), in discussing philosophical assumptions of researchers, explained, “we 
always bring certain beliefs and philosophical assumptions to our research” (p. 15).  For this 
reason, it is important for researchers to situate themselves in their studies, as they are the data-
collecting instrument in the process (Creswell, 2013; Jones, Torres & Arminio, 2006).  Doing so 
provides readers with a framework for making meaning of the research that they are consuming 
(Jones, et al., 2006).  Therefore, below I describe philosophical and epistemological assumptions 
in the form of theories that frame the way in which I approach research in this study.  These 
theories include feminist theory and social constructivism.   
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Philosophical Underpinnings in Feminist Standpoint Theory 
Feminist standpoint theory is important to understanding the purpose of my study and the 
standpoint from which I frame my study.  Feminism is a movement to “eradicate the underlying 
cultural basis and causes of sexism and other forms of group oppression” (hooks, 2000a, p. 33).  
I grounded my research in a desire to contribute to this movement.  Standpoint theory is a core 
theory within feminist research.  Bazely (2013) explained, 
standpoint theorists attend to ensuring that the voices of marginalised, misrepresented, or 
subjugated groups are heard through the ways in which research is designed, conducted, 
and reported.  Subjugated knowledges can be the key to social change, not because they 
are the whole truth, but because they include information and ways of thinking which 
dominant groups have a vested interest in suppressing (p. 26). 
In my study, I attended to social identities and issues of power, privilege, and oppression.  I was 
cognizant of my positionality as a White, hetero, cisgender, able-bodied man, throughout the 
process and constantly questioned the influence of my positionality on my study.  I reflected on 
my positionality throughout the study in my observe comments, memo writing and research 
journal.   
Constructivism 
My epistemological framework for this study is constructivism.  Epistemology refers to 
the assumptions we make about acquiring knowledge and serves as a significant influence on the 
ways in which researchers construct and conduct research (Jones, Torres & Arminio, 2006).  
Constructivism assumes that people create the realities in which they participate (Charmaz, 
2006).  Jones, Torres and Arminio explained that “[c]onstructivism seeks to understand 
individual and social action through interpretation or translation… The aim is to understand 
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aspects of human activity from the perspective of those who experience it” (p. 18).  Therefore, 
researchers grounded in constructivist epistemology are co-creating knowledge with the 
participants in their research (Charmaz, 2006; Jones et al., 2006).   
Methodology 
 I determined that constructivist grounded theory was the best approach to answering my 
research question (how do social justice activists develop an activist identity?) in a way that is 
consistent with the philosophical and epistemological assumptions I have chosen to employ in 
this study.  Constructivist grounded theory approaches qualitative research with “a focus on 
theory developed that depends on the researcher’s view, learning about the experience within 
embedded, hidden networks, situations, and relationships, and making visible hierarchies of 
power, communication, and opportunity” (Creswell, 2013, p. 87).  Researchers doing 
constructivist studies “rely as much as possible on the participants’ views of the situation” 
(Creswell, 2013, p. 24).  A number of elements of grounded theory make doing a constructivist 
study focused on participant experience possible (Charmaz, 2006, p. 5-6): 
• Simultaneous involvement in data collection and analysis 
• Constructing analytic codes and categories from data, not preconceived logically deduced 
hypotheses  
• Using the constant comparative method, which involves making comparisons during each 
stage of the analysis 
• Advancing theory development during each step of data collection and analysis 
• Memo-writing to elaborate categories, specify their properties, define relationships 
between categories, and identify gaps 
• Sampling aimed toward theory construction, not for a population of representativeness 
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The elements described above do not represent a linear process (Charmaz, 2006).  Rather, 
researchers employing a constructivist grounded theory methodology will constantly visit and 
revisit the elements above whenever the data necessitates.  The elements above are the tools used 
by the researcher to stay close to the data and conduct a meaningful analysis that moves beyond 
description (Bazely, 2013).   
 I selected a constructivist grounded theory methodology for two primary reasons.  First, 
the nature of my question requires a focus on the lived experience of social justice activists.  I 
sought to understand how social justice activists develop as activists.  Constructivist grounded 
theory methodology required that the lived experiences of my participants were situated front 
and center.  This methodology yielded a rich account of social justice activists’ developmental 
process grounded in their lived experience.  Second, this methodology was consistent with the 
theoretical and epistemological assumptions I brought to this study.  I felt that feminist 
standpoint theory was critical to my study because it required that I center voices of minoritized 
groups and illuminate often subjugated knowledge.  I also believe that knowledge is co-
constructed, which is epistemically consistent with a constructivist grounded theory 
methodology.  
Methods 
Participant Identification and Selection 
I employed purposeful theoretical sampling to identify participants for my study.  
Charmaz (2006) identified theoretical sampling as a common sampling method in grounded 
theory research where “the researcher seeks people, events, or information to illuminate and 
define the boundaries and relevance of the categories” (p. 189).  Patton (2000) explained that 
theoretical sampling “is the strategy of sampling particular people on the basis of their potential 
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manifestation or representation of important theoretical constructs” (p. 238).  I selected 
participants who expressed a commitment to taking action for social justice.  In defining social 
justice, Bell (2007) wrote: 
 We believe that social justice is both a process and a goal.  The goal of social justice is  
full and equal participation of all groups in a society that is mutually shaped to meet their 
needs.  Social justice includes a vision of society in which the distribution of resources is 
equitable and all members are physically and psychologically safe and secure.   We 
envision a society in which individuals are both self-determining (able to develop their 
full capacities) and interdependent (capable of interacting democratically with others).  
Social justice involves social actors who have a sense of their own agency as well as a 
sense of social responsibility toward and with others, their society, and the broader world 
in which we live (pp. 1-2). 
For the purpose of this study, I define social justice activists as people who devote a significant 
and meaningful amount of time working in culturally competent ways toward changing the 
nature of societal structures and the ways in which people interact with society to achieve justice 
and equitability.  This definition was broad enough to allow me to capture the variety of work 
that one could do to achieve the objectives of social justice, yet is narrow enough to capture the 
qualitative nature of social justice activism as a phenomenon. 
I utilized expert referrals to identify participants who provided rich information and who 
matched the definition of social justice activists I developed.  Following initial identification, I 
asked each potential candidate to confirm that they identified with the following criteria: 
• I spend what I consider significant and meaningful time working toward social justice. 
• I intend for the work that I do to elicit change in societal systems and structures. 
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• I strive to do my work in culturally competent ways. 
• The outcomes I seek in my work are founded upon principles of equity and justice. 
While each participant confirmed that they identified with the definition that I provided them, 
there was some tension around the term activism with some participants.  Some explained how 
they did not view themselves as activists, but rather organizers.  Tim, for example, put this 
tension succinctly. 
I’m not an activist because I’m not acting on behalf of anyone.  Someone else can be an 
activist, but don’t call me an activist because I’m actually organizing on behalf of my 
own condition because I’m part of the poor.  I’m organizing because organizing is not 
about acting for someone, organizing is about building a relationship of power and 
solidarity with people. 
 
Tim also cited another tension with the term because he has observed people of privilege coming 
in with a “hey, were going to fix you” (Tim) approach.  It is important to acknowledge this 
tension.  I chose to continue to use the terms activism and activist to describe the work of my 
participants’ because participants identified with the definition of activism I put forward.  I also 
want to make clear that, throughout the study I use the term activism and social justice work 
interchangeably.  When I used these terms throughout the study, I am referring to the definitions 
of social justice and activism that I provided earlier in this chapter.   
I also utilized a snowball strategy (Creswell, 2013), which leveraged the knowledge base 
of participants in my study to help identify additional participants who met the criteria outlined 
earlier.  In addition, to be consistent with my theoretical perspective, I gave attention to the 
positionality of participants and worked to assemble a diverse sample with regard to ability, age, 
class, gender, political, race/ethnicity, religion/spirituality, sex, and sexuality. I used data 
saturation as the litmus test for determining the total number of participants in my study.  Jones, 
Torres and Arminio (2006) explained that data saturation is achieved “when the research begins 
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to hear (or observe, or read) the same or similar kinds of information related to the categories of 
analysis” (p. 71).  I interviewed 12 participants and asked each of them to express how they 
identify in the social identity categories (Appendix A) listed below (Table 1).  This sampling 
method maintained consistency with my feminist theoretical perspective and constructivist 
epistemological assumptions and provided me a broad based sample that allowed me to surface 
the qualitative nature of social justice activists’ development as activists.   
These sampling strategies combined with my assessment that I had reached data 
saturation yielded 12 participants in my study.  Participants in my study were involved in action 
related to a variety of social justice issues, including racial justice, economic justice, LGBTQ 
rights, Below I provide an overview of the participants in my study that provides a glimpse into 
their journeys while honoring anonymity.   
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Overview of Participants 
Susan. 
 Susan identifies as able bodied, 49 years, middle class, female, socialist, White, spiritual, 
and heterosexual.  She grew up in a White, middle class, suburban neighborhood in a politically 
conservative family.  Susan had gone to church much of her life and grew increasingly 
disconnected with church and the contradicting messaging she was receiving.  After time away 
from church, Susan and her partner began attending a church that had a strong focus on social 
justice, an experience she had never had before.  The experience had a profound impact on her 
and she got involved with a variety of social justice activities.  She eventually moved away for a 
stint to spend time serving people harmed by prostitution.  After returning, Susan and her partner 
decided that in order to more fully engage with issues of social justice they need to make a 
significant change in their lives.  The began to feel as though the way they were engaging social 
justice work involved doing the work too people rather than with people.  They decided they 
could no longer visit the areas in which they were engaging in social justice work, but that they 
needed to live in the community in which they were working.  After building reciprocal 
relationships within the community Susan worked with community members to start a non-profit 
organization that supports and empowers youth and families within the community.   
Keisha. 
 Keisha identifies as human, middle class, Black/African American/original, woman, 
politically spiritual, Muslim/African, female, and of traditional sexuality.  While describing her 
upbringing, Keisha discussed different layers or brackets of people, where: 
that middle bracket of folks probably are a part of the social system, so they’re in the park 
system but they’re in the programs – the programs and activities and their families 
probably know more about how to connect, what those are, versus that first level of 
people who are just there and they’re into all the things that are probably considered 
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outlaw – like the crime, they’re part of that, they fall into that because it’s happening . . . 
their house is where the party is at, their house is the house that’s getting shot up, their 
mama is the one on crack. All that kind of stuff. 
 
Keisha explained that one of her “saving graces” was getting connected to a program through a 
friend that provided her a place to “chill” and learn “life skills.”  In terms of her activist work, 
Keisha has been involved in a number of justice related initiatives in her community focused on 
social and racial justice.  She has worked projects and initiatives involving education, housing, 
incarceration, transportation, sex trafficking and others.  Keisha works as a policy maker, 
advocate and social entrepreneur all in an effort to improve her community.   
Tim.  
 Tim identifies as able bodied, 49, working class, male, socialist/communist, White, no 
religious/spiritual identification, and hetero.  Tim explained that his first experience with 
activism came through his working at a nursing home and getting involved with the union. From 
there, he spent time also working for metro transit.  Throughout his work in both of jobs he was 
heavily involved in unions.  At one point, he was encouraged by a colleague to apply for an 
organizing job with a union.  This was a break through moment for Tim as it was never 
something he had really considered.  He decided to apply and received the job.  Since taking that 
job, Tim has been involved in many organizing efforts and direct action.  In addition to working 
for labor efforts, Tim has also been involved with other justice movements including LGBTQ 
marriage rights and the Black Lives Matter movements.   
Manuela. 
 Manuela identifies as strong/challenged ability, 51, female, liberal/progressive, Mexican, 
believing in God, female, and straight.  Manuela grew up in Mexico in an upper middle class 
family and came to the United States as an adult.  Growing up Manuela remembered playing 
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with children of wait staff and reaching an age where her parents would no longer allow her to 
play with them because of differences in class.  Manuela described becoming radicalized during 
her college years and participated in radical Marxist activism.  Her activism eventually drew the 
attention of administrators at the university she attended and her records were “disappeared.”  
Following this experience she worked and did some other things and later attended another 
university where she was exposed to the work of Paulo Freire.  Following the completion of her 
degree, Manuela went on to do literacy work with women in a rural mountain region of Mexico.  
Manuela learned a great deal from the women she worked with in terms of their organizing – she 
felt she learned a lot more from them then they did from her.  After this experience, Manuela 
came to the United States to pursue a master’s degree and later a doctorate.  She currently serves 
as a Spanish professor and identifies as an activist educator teaching social justice through 
language courses.   
Elisa. 
 Elisa identifies as able, youthish, upper middle class/99%, female, progressive, White, 
Episcopalian, and lesbian.  Elisa works as an organizer for a state-wide people’s network that 
works on social, racial and economic justice.  Prior to this work, Elisa worked as a health care 
organizer.  She was brought up in a family and faith tradition that pushed her to think critically 
about issues of service and justice and to be politically active.  Her mother is a psychologist and 
father a political science professor and both have had a significant impact on the lens through 
which she views the world.  Elisa described her path to activism as a winding journey where she 
had profound experiences through church based service ventures and through introductory 
experiences with organizing in college.  One of her most profound experiences was a service trip 
to an American Indian reservation where she witnessed first-hand the devastating impact and 
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lasting effects of “racism and colonization and exploitation.”  This experience propelled Elisa to 
want to focus her efforts beyond helping people in need to working toward systems based 
changes that can have a lasting positive impact on the lives of marginalized groups of people.   
Paul. 
 Paul identifies as physically able, on the verge of being young and not, white-collar 
middle class, White, male, heterosexual and defines his religious/spiritual identity as prophetic 
justice.  At the time of the interview, Paul worked for a labor union to facilitate the growth of 
membership through training and mentorship and to equip and prepare members who wish to be 
politically active.  Paul grew up in a family that had strong social justice values.  His mom wrote 
social justice text books for Catholic schools and his dad was a community organizer for a faith 
based justice focused coalition of churches.  Paul described experiences in high school and 
college that set him on a trajectory toward activism including a justice and social change focused 
internship program.  One of the more profound experiences that Paul referenced happened during 
a weeklong training focused on challenging participants to interrogate their relationship with 
power and to empower people to make positive social change.  Paul recalls a facilitator singling 
him out and challenging him directly to answer the question, “Why are you here?”  Many of the 
other participants in the training were more directly affected by systemic oppression and were 
better able to articulate a clear and specific answer to this question.  Paul answered the question, 
“I don’t know.”  This experience challenged Paul to think critically about his positionality and 
role in social justice work.  
Wanda. 
 Wanda identifies as abled, 68, lower level bourgeois, woman, revolutionary 
socialist/communist, white, Jewish, female and hetero.  Wanda grew up in New Orleans during 
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the Jim Crow era.  Her parents were part of the liberal Jewish community that supported the 
Black community and worked for civil rights.  Wanda explained that she learned a lot by 
accompanying her parents during her youth.  Wanda said that her first personal experience with 
activism came with protesting the Vietnam war while in graduate school.  During graduate 
school, Wanda studied Marx and went on to complete a PhD, and studying Marx was not always 
a widely accepted activity along her journey.  Wanda also played a key role in founding a 
grassroots community based organization focused on political and popular education for 
movement building and ending poverty and genocide.  It evolved over the years and developed a 
focus on movement work in the South and throughout the United States connected to global 
justice, including organizing the US Social Forum.  Along with working as a scholar activist in 
the academy, this organization served as a venue for Wanda’s social justice activism throughout 
her journey. 
Varus. 
 Varus identifies as able, 54, working class, male non-patriarchal, Black/African, and 
spiritual – born catholic.  Varus grew up in the projects of an intercity area.  His father was a 
painter who people hired and fired as they please and he died young because they didn’t have 
any health insurance.  Varus went from attending the worst public school in the city, to the best 
public school in the city, to attending a boarding school, and this had a significant impact in his 
understanding of economic systems.  Varus currently works as a community organizer for a 
grassroots community based justice focused organization that fights for racial and economic 
equity.  Varus has worked as a community organizer for over 30 years and continues to work in 
solidarity with others in the community and around the globe for structural and social change.   
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Nate. 
 Nate identifies as disabled with hearing loss, 24, upper middle class, liberal, male, 
multiracial White, Chinese and Cuban American, Christian, and straight.  Nate comes from a 
working class background.  His mother’s side were farmers and Nate explained that his grandpa 
on that side had a “Don’t do a job half-assed, do it right the first time” mindset.  His father’s side 
of the family immigrated from Cuba and worked multiple jobs – factory by day and restaurant by 
night.  Nate is currently a law student and has done work with a workers’ center that provides 
assistance to undocumented workers and supports workers’ rights through campaigns such as 
fast food restaurant workers and retail cleaning workers.  He spent time during his work with the 
workers’ center engaging in direct action events, including disrupting business at a fast food 
restaurant and a bank.  Nate explained that he feels he has a predisposition for social justice work 
because of his positionality as a person of color and with hearing loss.   
Andrew. 
 Andrew identifies as abled, 34, middle class, male, democratic socialist, White, 
religiously/spiritually non-practicing, and hetero.  Andrew grew up in a family of teachers that 
valued “good liberal politics.”  Andrew’s mom taught “at-risk” preschool and his dad taught in 
what he described as a “difficult and dangerous” high school for most of his career.  Both of his 
parents were members of the teachers’ union and his dad was a union steward.  As Andrew 
described it, “We were raised in a household that valued struggle.”  Andrew explained that while 
growing up, the things that his parents took as just common sense had a politicizing effect on 
him.  During college, Andrew became more radicalized and learned about theories that helped 
explain structural oppression and how to address it.  Or, as Andrew described it, “theories of why 
things are fucked up and theories of how to address those.”  During graduate school, Andrew 
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developed an interest in workers’ center movements and used his education to learn more about 
them.  After graduate school, Andrew was hired to a position with a workers’ center, and still 
works there today.  The center focuses on workers’ rights and supports low wage and primarily 
immigrant workers.  The center helps to organize workers to take action against their employers 
and change their work places to achieve better wages and working conditions. 
Rahim. 
 Rahim identifies as able-bodied, 33, working class, male, radical, mixed race, straight, 
and defines his religious/spiritual identity as “I is,” which is a label his father would use to 
dismiss labels that others would ascribe to him.  Rahim is a first generation college student who 
is currently pursuing a PhD in sociology.  Before deciding to continue his studies, Rahim served 
as a social worker.  A big reason Rahim pursued work as a social worker was out of a desire to 
serve communities that have been maltreated, neglected and abandoned by the state.  Rahim 
grew up in a poor, inner city urban space, and he explained that, because of state neglect, it was 
easy for members of his community to blame one another for their struggles.  Rahim shared that 
his experiences with family members being unfairly targeted by police, as well as dealing with 
issues of incarceration, deportation, mental health and substance abuse have sustained his 
passion to do the work that he does.  Currently, in addition to his PhD studies, Rahim is involved 
with a number of local youth serving groups and has served as an organizer for a group on his 
campus that is working to push the university on its commitment to diversity to “ensure that the 
experiences of underrepresented students, mostly marginalized students, are represented on 
campus in policies, decision making, and practice on campus.” 
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Jeanette. 
 Jeanette identifies as experiencing class privilege, woman, progressive, Catholic 
Christian, female, hetero, and describes her age as “passing the torch to new leaders.”  Jeanette 
currently works for a Catholic church with justice and peace ministries.  Her work involves 
organizing member of her church to discuss, support and take action on a variety of social justice 
causes.  Jeanette has a background in performing arts and work with a group that provided an 
arts response to the HIV/AIDS crisis early in her career.  The experience that really propelled 
Jeanette into social justice work came while working as a case manager for Catholic charities.  
She did not grow up Catholic, but while working for Catholic charities really came to love and 
embrace Catholic social teaching around social justice.  While working as a case manager, there 
was legislation proposed to change welfare in a way that would have a significant and adverse 
effect on the people she was serving.  Jeanette called the Catholic Charities office for social 
justice, explained the impact that the legislation would have, and asked them to do something 
about this.  They responded that if Jeanette’s clients were willing to speak about how the 
legislation would affect them, they would help get their voices heard.  This experience served as 
a sort of primer for the work that Jeanette would continue throughout her life. 
Processing Data 
I used semi-structured interviews to collect data from participants in my study.  I 
conducted one interview with each participant that lasted approximately 60 minutes.  I used 
transformative learning theory, Freire’s (1970/2010) theory of conscientizaçión, and the 
Intersectional Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity (see Figure 4, p. 41) to shape interview 
questions and protocol (see Appendix A).  I audio-recorded interviews and hired a confidential 
transcriptionist to produce transcripts of each interview to use for thorough analysis.  I processed 
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each transcript by doing an initial, line-by-line coding of each transcript.  I used a constant 
comparative method in which I collected and analyzed data “in a pulsating fashion” where each 
process was happening simultaneously throughout my research process (Bogdan & Biklen, 
2007).  Using this constant comparative process, I employed focused codes as a means of 
bucketing information into like categories and identifying themes.  I used analytic tools such as 
metaphors, relational and comparative analysis, and concept mapping (Bazely, 2013) in my 
analysis.  I utilized word processing programs and Microsoft Excel to aid in my analysis.  
Finally, to add to the reliability of my analysis, I conducted email based member checks with 
each participant.  Member checking involves a process of sharing the results of the data with 
participants to determine if it is representative of their lived experience (Jones, Torres & 
Arminio, 2006).  I emailed each participants with a summary of my analysis of the data and 
asked them to share what resonated with their experience, what did not resonate with their 
experience, as well as any other feedback they may have for me to consider (Appendix D), and I 
used that data to make slight adjustments to my analysis.  Additionally, I shared the participant 
overview with each participant to verify I was representing their background and work 
accurately and gave each the option of selecting their own pseudonym. 
Ethical Considerations 
I attended to a number of considerations to ensure that I conducted this study in an ethical 
manner.  One is the issue of confidentiality.  All data related to interviews was stored in secure 
files to which only me and my transcriptionist had access.  My transcriptionist signed a 
confidentiality agreement (Appendix B).  All participants were be given pseudonyms and all 
identifiable information related to each participant was left out or adjusted to maintain 
confidentiality.  I developed an interview protocol (Appendix A) that involved discussing my 
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study with participants in order to obtain informed consent.  During this discussion I framed 
what I am studying, I discussed the time commitment I was asking from participants, I described 
the measures I took to maintain confidentiality (including removing personally identifiable 
information from written analysis of the data and using pseudonyms for participants), and I 
provided a paper copy of the confidentiality agreement (Appendix C) that each participant 
signed.  During these discussions, I explained that my study involves minimal risk to 
participants, which included the possibility of psychological or emotional risk.  Participants in 
my study had the choice to participate or not, and to answer questions or not.  Maintaining 
participant agency helped to minimize risk in my study.   
Researcher Bias and Credibility 
Researcher bias has been a point of contention in qualitative research since its inception 
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  Critics of qualitative research argue that “it is too easy for prejudices 
and attitudes of the research to bias the data” (Bogdan & Biklen, p. 37).  A founding premise of 
these critiques is steeped in the positivist assumption that data exists externally in the world that 
is objective and that it is the researcher’s role to uncover or discover these objective truths.  I 
reject this premise.  I believe all researchers, even quantitative researchers, bring their 
positionality and ideological bias into their research.  In quantitative research, the questions and 
research instruments that the researcher develops are informed by the researcher’s worldview 
(both in what is asked and what is not).  In qualitative research, the researcher serves as the 
instrument and filtering the data through their worldview.  Jones, Torres and Arminio (2006) 
explain that qualitative researchers should own their worldview and positionality in order to 
allow readers to make informed assessments of the credibility of the research. Above I discussed 
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my philosophical and epistemological assumptions as well as my positionality in order to allow 
readers to make informed assessments about the credibility of my research.  
Credibility is always a question in qualitative research (Bazeley, 2013; Charmaz, 2006; 
Jones, Torres & Arminio, 2006).  Jones, Torres and Arminio (2006) explained that credibility is 
achieved when the researcher has convinced the audience that the conclusions at which they 
arrive are “reasonable given the nature of the topic and circumstances” (p. 131).  There are a 
number of strategies that I employed to add to the credibility of my study.  One strategy is that I 
kept a research journal that serves as an audit trail (Jones et al., 2006), documenting 
methodological and analytical decisions. As I mentioned in my methods section, I utilized 
member checking as a means of verifying that my analysis of the data matches the lived 
experience of participants in this study (Appendix D).  Finally, I used a constant comparative 
method, where I compared data and categories of analysis to ensure they match.  Member 
checking, maintaining a research journal, and employing a constant comparative method added 
to the credibility of my data (Creswell, 2013).  While I sought to recruit a diverse participant 
sample in terms of social justice work and identity, the broad nature of my study served as a 
limitation to generalizability.  My study focused on illuminating the qualitative nature of 
phenomenon of social justice activist development.  To mitigate this limitation I collected and 
analyzed data to the point of data saturation related to this phenomenon.  I also included clear 
illustrations of my analysis and interpretation that include participant quotes when writing about 
my results and implications.  Providing these illustrations along with a clear description of my 
positionality, methodological and theoretical assumptions, and methods invite the reader to 
assess the credibility and make determinations of the generalizability for themselves.   
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CHAPTER 5 
ACTIVIST IDENTITY AS ELEMENTS OF FIRE 
Following my initial coding, I began pouring back through the data in my newly formed 
categories and realized connections existed between data bits in a variety of my initial codes.  I 
felt disconcerted by these connections, wondering if I did not capture the essence of the answer 
to my question, “how do social justice activists develop an activist identity?”  One evening, I had 
a brief conversation in which I tried to boil down my work, requiring me to articulate clearly and 
concisely my study up to that point.  After sharing my codes and emerging themes, which 
included participants’ comments about feeling responsible to engage in social justice work, my 
conversation partner asked me the question, “how did they get to the point where they felt this 
responsibility?”  This question opened my eyes and helped me crack open my current thinking 
and make meaning of the connections I drew across themes.  I leaned into that question and 
reviewed my current coding structure and emerging themes using that question as a guide.  I 
ultimately landed on a framework that illuminates what I label elements and positions within 
social justice activists’ journeys.  In this chapter I focus on the elements of my participants’ 
activist identity development experience.  Then, in chapter six, I focus on what I label positions 
throughout their activist journeys.   
The elements of activists’ identity development are the core components that work in 
conjunction with one another to form their activist identity.  These elements include: heart, head, 
will, and belief.  As I analyzed my data, I began to capture the ways in which these elements 
showed up for participants and they ways they worked in conjunction with one another to form 
activist identity.  Bazeley (2013) explains that one tool qualitative researches can use to help 
make meaning of their data is metaphor.  As I reflected on how I might express the interactions 
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among these elements through metaphor, I thought about a metaphor common to activism – fire.  
Fire is a common metaphor used to describe activism.  Horton (1990) uses the metaphor of a fire 
to describe channeling anger into a “slow burning fire” that doesn’t fade or consume, but 
maintains balance for an activist through the struggle.  Parks Daloz et al. (1996) conducted a 
study of over 100 people who had a sustained commitment to working toward the common good.  
They use fire as a metaphor to discuss kindling commitment, imagination, and compassionate 
action to advance the common good.  I use the metaphor of a fire throughout this chapter to 
describe how the elements of activist identity that emerged in my data work in conjunction with 
one another to serve as essential elements of my participants’ activist identities.  The elements of 
activist identity that emerged corresponded well to elements that sustain a fire.  The element of 
head in my data corresponded with fuel in a fire.  The elements of heard in my data corresponded 
with oxygen in a fire.  The element of will in my data corresponded with a sparking a fire, and 
the element of belief in my data corresponded with the sustaining flame of a fire.  I contend that 
when one of these elements is missing or less present, it becomes more difficult for these 
elements to coalesce into a dimension of identity.  Below I describe each of the elements of 
activist identity that emerged in my data and how each element relates to the fire metaphor.  
Heart 
 One of the biggest surprises for me in this study was the strong emphasis by many 
participants on foundational values.  When describing these values, participants used words such 
as “human dignity,” “human rights,” “community,” “love,” “respect,” “good person,” “freedom,”  
“choice,” “fairness,” “honesty,” “care for people,” and “equality.”  These values served as a 
driving force behind the work of each of my participants.  Many were mindful of the powerful 
role these values play in their work.  For example, Elisa described the essence of her activism: 
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When I think about this at the end of the day it comes down to values, that’s sort of the 
foundation that I start at and so this is the vehicle – this organization is the vehicle, 
activism is the vehicle that I have chosen.  Political activism and organizing activism is a 
vehicle I’ve chosen to see my values more fully and completely lived out in the world.   
 
Others were less immediately mindful of the role values played in their work, but recognized the 
impact while reflecting during our interview.  For example, I asked Andrew about values and he 
responded, “I guess I’m less into values, I’m less interested in the idea of access or equality per 
se, it’s more of a means to get to what I’m talking about . . . I don’t know.”  When I probed 
further, Andrew said, “If you had to boil stuff down, things feel hokey when I talk in terms of 
values I guess, that’s maybe why I shy from it but I guess I come from a place of love.”  
Although Andrew was less mindful about the role of values, upon further reflection, his answer 
demonstrated the driving force of values in his work.  A strong connection existed between the 
values participants described, and the values were primarily humanistic in nature.  
 Susan used the word heart when describing how her values of caring for people have 
manifested in her experience: “At heart I’m a mentor so I want to be a safe person, and we have 
people here with so much pain that they’ve been carrying around – kids and their moms, 
primarily.”  In her work, Susan serves as a mentor within her community.  She grounds her work 
in a value of building strong relationships and caring for others.  These values are at the heart of 
her work, which she lives out through mentorship.  Similarly, Tim described valuing 
relationships and caring for people when describing how his work as an activist connects to his 
identity.  Tim explained that activism is not the type of work where you “punch out” at the end 
of the day.  When asked why, he explained the importance of the work and taking a stand.   all 
about . . . I think it comes down to relationships.  You’ve got to really care about people and get 
to know them.”  Initially, Tim did not describe the connection between his activist work and his 
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identity through the lens of relationships and caring for others.  However, thought further 
discussion, these values arose as critical elements connecting his identity and activism.    
Love 
 A number of participants talked specifically about how love connected to their work as 
activists.  For example, Jeanette explained the way her faith informs her work and described the 
role of prophetic voice in shaping her activism.  “I do think that we have to believe that we have 
a prophetic voice in that and what he says is a prophet has to love the community, you have to 
start from love – it’s the only way.”  Prophetic voice, as Jeanette explained, is a process of 
speaking one’s truth about the impact of oppression and the willingness to take a stand.  This 
process is rooted in love of community.   
As explained above, Andrew found it difficult to discuss the role of values in his work 
because he did not often think of his work in terms of values.  When I probed further, he began 
by describing how one of his values in doing social justice work is conflict.  He explained how 
conflict is an important tool for working with those in power to make progressive change is an 
important part of his work.  However, he went on to describe how he views love as the essence 
behind his social justice work.   
I feel like a sense of love from people, you know what I mean?  If you talk to classically 
trained neighborhood organizers in the Saul Alinsky tradition, people talk about anger as 
sort of . . . anger is sort of like a cornerstone to that kind of approach to organizing.  It 
doesn’t really resonate well with me, it kind of rubs me the wrong way – without a doubt, 
anger is a major motivating factor, I just don’t want to call a lot of attention to it.  I prefer 
to call attention more to the fact that a profound sense of love for other people . . . so if 
we really were to distill any of that stuff down, it just comes down to . . . just a feeling of 
love.  I genuinely have a feeling of love for other people and want to foster that.  
 
Love serves as the essence behind Andrew’s social justice work.  Andrew acknowledged that 
anger and frustration often play a pinnacle role in organizing circles and can often serve as 
motivation.  However, love serves as Andrew’s primary motivation for engaging in social justice 
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work.  Rahim described the same phenomenon when discussing his experiences with oppression 
within his community and his family. 
[T]here is definitely anger, there is definitely frustration towards systems, systems of 
power, and it’s not simply that anger that drives me, it’s also a deep and abiding love for 
the communities that I come from to actually see those improve and see better outcomes. 
 
Similar to Andrew, anger serves as a motivator for Rahim’s activist work.  However, that anger 
comes from “a deep and abiding love” for his community and seeing the impact of systems of 
oppression on people for whom he cares.   
The Nuance of Heart 
The difference between approaching social justice work from a place of anger versus a 
place of love can be subtle and nuanced.  These nuances in the ways participants approach their 
activism has powerful implications.  Participants described being grounded in humanistic core 
values.  Some described their work as directly rooted in love, their work springing forward from 
love, and love serving as a motivating force for all they do.  The type of love they described is 
most akin to agape love, or love focused on the wellbeing of others (Fasching, deChant, & 
Lantiqua, 2011).  Love is easy to misconstrue as weakness or complacency for the status quo.  
However, participants in this study who actively engage in social justice work describe love and 
humanistic values as core to their work.  Thurman and Salzberg (2013) explained, “If we can let 
go of that burning need and our fixation on anger, then we can start to understand the possibility 
of actually experiencing the generative power of compassion” (p. 22).  Later in the text, Thurman 
and Salzberg wrote: 
How we think, how we look at our lives, is all-important, and the degree of love we 
manifest determines the degree of spaciousness and freedom we can bring to life’s 
events.  It takes a strong insight and a good deal of courage to break away from our 
habitual ways of looking at things in order to respond from a different place (p. 153). 
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Participants in this study expressed less fixation on anger within their particular struggles.  They 
possessed the courage to approach their work from a different place.  This is not to say 
participants did not discuss anger and frustration, rather it did not serve as the foundation upon 
which they built their activist identities.  Although many people associate anger and frustration 
with activist work and view these feelings as drivers in the struggle for change, participants in 
my study yielded more deeply rooted seed at play for their engagement in social justice activism 
– love.  
Heart and the Metaphor of Fire 
 For participants in my study, heart served as a driving force behind their social justice 
work.  Heart is rooted in humanistic values, and a true love for community and other human 
beings.  The element of heart is critical to participants engaging in the work that they do.  
Without it, they could not sustain their work.  Heart operates much like oxygen as an element in 
a burning fire.  Oxygen is an invisible element that is critical to a burning fire.  Much like the 
way human beings can be conscious of oxygen through mindfulness of breathing, many 
participants in my study were very mindful of the ways in which the humanist values of heart 
were present and alive in their social justice work.  Because breathing is an involuntary muscle 
contraction, it is equally as easy for the act of breathing to fall from consciousness.  For some 
participants in my study, the humanistic values of heart were not at the forefront of their 
consciousness when reflecting on their experience with social justice activism.  However, when 
reflecting more deeply, these participants described the critical role that heart played in their 
experiences as activists.    
 Oxygen is a crucial element to igniting and sustaining a fire.  Without its presence, a 
flame could neither be sustained nor ignited.  Similarly, heart serves much the same role for 
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activists’ identity development.  Participants in my study described heart as playing a core role in 
their ability to do their work.  When describing the role that heart plays in their social justice 
work, participants described it as “deep and abiding,” what is present when you “boil stuff 
down,” the place from which “you have to start,” and what “it’s all about.”  Heart is crucial to 
igniting activists engagement in social justice work.  Additionally, it serves as an invisible force 
that sustains activists’ social justice work along their journey.  Like oxygen in relation to fire, 
without the presence of heart, participants’ activism would neither have been ignited, nor could it 
have been sustained. 
Head 
While heart serves the role of oxygen in the burning fire of social justice activist identity 
development, participant’s consciousness of systemic oppression, or head, serves as fuel for the 
fire.  Participants in this study were keenly aware of the ways in which our society is engineered 
to reproduce systems of oppression that privilege some groups and marginalize others.  
Participants expressed understanding of the ways in which these systems interlocked to 
perpetuate ableism, classism, homophobia, racism, sexism, transphobia, and other systems of 
oppression.  Activists in this study honored the need to provide resources and support for those 
harmed by systems of oppression, what some labeled “band aid” fixes, but found themselves 
drawn to work directed at changing systems that produced oppressive conditions.  When 
describing how they came to consciousness of systems of oppression, participants articulated 
academic pathways and experiential pathways.  Below I describe in further detail the importance 
of the “head” element in social justice activists’ identity development journey. 
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Consciousness of Systems of Oppression 
 Participants described coming to consciousness about systems of oppression in a variety 
of ways, but all expressed a dissatisfaction with systems currently in place within our society.  
Elisa described a process of questioning as she came to consciousness about systems of 
oppression. 
I think it’s like there’s always sort of a “why” question, there’s always why does this 
exist like this, why are there some folks that are homeless and some folks that aren’t.  In 
the town that I grew up in it was very racially divided along class lines too so it was like 
there were very few homeless folks who weren’t also folks of color.  So it’s like those 
questions just sort of begin to bubble up. 
 
In her description of her process of coming to consciousness, Elisa highlighted contradictions she 
observed in her experience and questions about these contradictions that began to “bubble up.”  
When Tim discussed consciousness of systems of oppression he described the way society 
designed systems to pit marginalized groups against one another: 
I think in this country, and around the world, that folks are treated differently – 
economically, culturally.  I just think that it is engrained in our society that there is the 
powers to be . . . they want to create those divisions, they want to create tension between 
all of us, they want us fighting over our sexuality, they want us fighting over our race, 
they want us fighting over our class – who’s making a little bit more money than the next 
guy?  Who’s got it a little bit better than you?  While they rob us, they’ve been doing this 
since the beginning of time.  I think our job is to try and figure out how do we break that 
down and actually point out who the real enemy is, who is really screwing us?  It’s not 
this Black person down the street who is on welfare, that’s not the person I’m mad at.  I 
know who’s creating those problems, but I think the other side has done an amazing job 
of getting us to fight and cause divisions along those lines.    
 
Tim described how society has designed systems of oppression to “treat folks differently” both 
economically and culturally.  He also highlighted a common barrier to consciousness about 
oppression that spans systems – the ways in which systems can facilitate in-group and intergroup 
conflict pit marginalized groups against one another and detract from the systemic nature of 
oppression.  
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 Intersectionality.  A common thread among Elisa and Tim’s discussion of consciousness 
and among other participants’ descriptions is the concept of intersectionality.  Intersectionality 
explores the ways in which systems of oppression operate at the intersections of identity 
dimensions to form interlocking systems (Jones & Abes, 2013).  Take, for example, a person 
who identifies as Black, Muslim, and woman.  One cannot understand her experience with 
religious oppression outside of its relationship with racism and sexism.  Participants in my study 
articulated an intersectional understanding of systems of oppression.  Above, for example, Elisa 
described the intersections of racism and classism related to issues of homelessness in her 
hometown.  Tim also alluded to intersectionality in his discussion of consciousness of 
oppression.  Other participants articulated an intersectional understanding of oppression as well.  
Varus shared that during his childhood, he attended the worst public school in his city, the best 
public school in his city, and a private boarding school.  His experiences in a variety of schools 
shaped his lens.  
[O]ne of our organizers said “You were the first organizer I met that always talks about 
class and economics.’  Where I always . . . race is important, I’m Black, I understand that.  
But there’s an economic system here that these Black people like me are supposed to feed 
into, right?  Make it a Horatio Alger story.   
 
In telling his story of schooling along with the quote above, Varus described the importance he 
places on working at the intersections of oppression, namely in this example, the intersection of 
racism and classism.  Horatio Alger is a White American novelist from the 19th century, known 
for writing mythopoetic narratives of young men rising from poverty to riches through hard work 
and self-determination.  Varus articulated how his conscious of the connection between racism 
and classism caused him to be critical of the narrative sold to him that people can rise from 
poverty through hard work and determination.  Another participant, Wanda, described the 
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evolution of her work and consciousness and the way it grew to include an intersectional 
understanding of ableism. 
The ability question is interesting because recently . . . I’ve done work, and it’s really 
maybe the last 10 years, and it’s especially in the low income community that issues of 
ability become a real obstacle and a real challenge.  If you’re wealthy, you have people 
that will help you and do this, that, and the other.  Where if you’re working class you 
don’t always have transportation so you’re subject to mass transportation and your ability 
to navigate the world is much more challenging.  
 
Wanda described how she continued to learn about the intersectional nature of oppression along 
her journey as an activist.  She became more aware of the intersecting oppression of ableism and 
classism, and later described intersections with racism in economically marginalized 
communities of color.   
Participants in my study articulated an understanding of intersecting dimensions of 
oppression.  This understanding gives activists in my study a more nuanced understanding of the 
ways in which oppression operates in their work.  It also helped them understand the ways in 
which systems of oppression were designed to be illusive.  Varus’s comment about Horatio 
Alger and Tim’s discussion of in-group/intergroup conflict exemplified their understanding of 
intersectionality.  Intersectional understanding of oppression provided clarity for their social 
justice work and fueled their change making efforts. 
Drawn toward systemic change.  In addition to having an understanding of the 
intersectional nature of systems of oppression, participants in my study recognized and honored 
and the need to work toward changing oppressive systems.  Participants were drawn to ways in 
which they can work toward changing systems of oppression in a variety of ways.  Manuela, for 
example, is an activist educator.  She immigrated legally to the United States from Mexico.  A 
number of years after immigrating, she learned a great deal about the strife of undocumented 
people living and working in the United States.  She began using her platform as an educator to 
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teach about the injustices of the broken immigration system as an effort to raise awareness and 
hopefully educate the next generation of change-makers who can fix the broken system.  After 
serving for a number of years as a social worker in a low-income community, Rahim decided to 
return to school to pursue a doctoral program in sociology.  Having a service-minded orientation, 
Rahim explained that this decision to go back to school felt selfish.  His need to serve drew him 
to organizing with others to improve the experience of marginalized students on campus: “We’ve 
been pushing the university of its commitment to diversity and engaged in direct action tactics to 
sort of ensure that the experiences of underrepresented students, mostly marginalized students, 
are represented on campus in the policies and decision-making practices here on campus.”  
Rahim explained the difference between his work as a social worker and work as an organizer. 
Activism is different because you are talking about structural and systemic inequalities 
and while we may be out there saying, like, “Justice for Jamar,” that’s as an individual 
and then not getting any response, you seem even more underappreciated.  But we’re also 
talking about a wider community, it wasn’t just, “Justice for Jamar,” it was justice for the 
north side, it was justice for Black people in the U.S. 
 
Rahim described the importance of addressing structural and systemic equality in activist work 
and that while movements may leverage examples of injustice, the momentum should always 
inspire systemic change.   
Some participants used the metaphor of a Band-Aid to describe feeling drawn toward 
systemic change.  Andrew discussed feeling drawn to labor organizing rather than other kinds of 
work.   
I couldn’t help but feel that some of these other things were a bit of distractions, that 
those were sort of Band-Aids, so to speak, and this was the real core of what the hell was 
. . . this was going to radically change people’s lives.  
 
Similarly, Elisa described how her mother was a psychologist and her father a political science 
professor.  Elisa grappled with the difference between service and justice and some of the 
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questions that arose in the reflection.  She concluded, “it just became clear to me that it just 
wasn’t enough to kind of put a Band-Aid on the problem, it just wasn’t going to go away.”  Elisa 
went on to explain: 
there’s something in my disposition that I find it hard to be . . . I don’t know that I have 
sort of the disposition for social work. I find it tiring and draining and a tough . . . I have 
nothing but respect for people who do that kind of work, including my mom. 
 
In both descriptions, participants used the term Band-Aid to describe work that failed to address 
the root cause of an issue of systemic oppression.  Participants in my study recognized the 
important role that “Band-Aids” play.  Elisa talked about having respect for her mothers’ work, 
but that she felt compelled to work toward systemic change.  Rahim worked as a social worker 
for many years in a low-income community and had great respect for the service of the social 
work profession.  Participants in my study felt less interested in directing their energy and efforts 
toward “Band Aids” and more interested in working or educating toward systemic change.   
Self-Work 
 Participants explained the importance of self-work in the process of developing an 
intersectional understanding of systems of oppression and being drawn toward systemic change.  
Participants described putting themselves in situations outside their comfort zones and 
challenging and questioning themselves in order to develop a deeper understanding of 
themselves, systemic oppression, and how to best make systemic change.  When describing her 
development as an activist, Keisha emphasized the importance of her religious experience in her 
self-understanding. 
I had also became Muslim, which I still am, and in that, I was doing a lot of self-reflection, 
that’s what that is also.  It was a turning point in my life, I was very young, I was 21 or 22, 
and I was really discovering myself for the first time.  I was exploring what color I liked, 
what I liked to do, and why I think like this.  And so, I was in an investigative mode and I 
remain to be that way, but I think Islam . . . I started in the nation of Islam first and then I 
went to the broader Sunni, but it requires you to investigate yourself in that way, particularly 
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in the nation of Islam and it’s always about challenging and questioning yourself and your 
ideas and really just getting to know yourself because some of us go through life and we 
never know.   
 
Keisha explained her religious practice inspired her to engage in significant self-reflection.  This 
reflection included challenging and questioning herself to help her to better understand her true 
self.  This inquiry served as a central part of her development as an activist, organizer, and social 
entrepreneur seeking to improve the lives of Black women in her community.   
Tim discussed a week-long training that a friend encouraged him to do that helps people 
realize and overcome barriers that limit their power in justice work.  Tim explained that the 
training took place at a monastery that was “very bare bones” and he was “completely out of 
[his] comfort zone.”  He described a conversation he had at the training that transformed his life 
and his social justice work. 
I’d never really told anybody about this and I don’t feel uncomfortable about it at all 
anymore – there were hard questions, but when I was growing up my mom and dad 
divorced and my mom remarried to a really horrible guy.  When he was angry at me he 
would lock me in a closet.  At the time, it was a very emotional moment – first off, I had 
never revealed that to anybody, I hadn’t even told my wife about that.  It wasn’t 
something that I talked about, it was something that I kind of buried.  I was embarrassed 
by it, ashamed, scared, just all kinds of emotions… and then I just realized that that is 
something in my life that shaped who I am today.  I was always going through life – I 
didn’t want to make anybody mad because I was afraid I was going to be put back into 
that proverbial closet.  I always want to make people happy, I always . . . whenever there 
was tension I have this nervous laugh that I do, I just kind of make fun to alleviate the 
tension in the room, or in the conversation.  I was always apologizing, I was always 
taking responsibility for things that weren’t my fault.  I would say, “Oh, I’m sorry, I’m 
sorry.”  And it’s just like that moment and having that conversation and kind of revealing 
where that . . . that was the first time that I actually realized where that came from.  I 
decided at that moment that I didn’t want to be that person anymore that I wasn’t going to 
be this person that apologized for stuff that I didn’t do.   
 
Tim’s commitment to self-work and willingness to engage in this training had a profound impact 
on both his personal life and work as an activist.  This powerful example of engaging in self-
work demonstrates Tim’s discovery that he limited his own power in the face of conflict for 
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years and the reasons he did so.  Committing to self-work and truly engaging the work deeply 
provided Tim the opportunity to improve himself and his social justice work by confronting 
personal barriers to engaging conflict and choosing to dissolve these barriers.   
 Rahim emphasized the importance of self-inquiry and the importance of social 
movements engaging in a sort of critical self-interrogation to ensure they do not inadvertently 
marginalize groups of people.  
I think all organizers have to do a lot of interrogation of themselves before embarking on 
that type of work.  As I said before, it’s easy to marginalize people because you’re not 
questioning who’s left out, you’re not questioning your own identity, and I think that’s . . 
. I think it was Socrates that said the unexamined life is not worth living.  I think that’s 
true of collectivist activist groups, the unexamined social movement is not worth existing 
if it can’t be critical of itself.  That doesn’t always have to be done publicly because they 
have something else to present publicly, which is their goal, but behind the scenes you 
should be interrogating whether your movement is actually harming some folks and 
doing some damage – because it’s possible, it’s very probable.   
 
Rahim’s discussion draws an important connection between self-work and social movements.  
As Rahim explained, engaging in self-work when committed to social justice is important to 
ensure the work is inclusive and avoids reproducing the very systems that need dismantling.  
Rahim highlighted the importance of also doing this sort of critical interrogation at the 
movement level as a practice that promotes the same sort of inclusion.   
 Participants in my study emphasized the importance of engaging in self-work throughout 
their journeys as social justice activists.  The self-inquiry they described happened in a variety of 
ways.  For some, a particular identity such as religion or teacher drove their work.  For others, 
critical self-inquiry following a particular experience influenced their activism.  As Rahim 
described, some self-work happened as a process within a particular movement.  The common 
thread among participants' experience was the central importance of self-work in order to 
effectively engage in their activist work.   
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Experiential and Academic Influences on Consciousness  
 In the first section of the chapter, I articulated more of the “what” behind participants 
understanding of systemic oppression.  Participants talked about coming to consciousness in two 
primary ways – experientially and academically.  Participants described life experiences that 
raised their consciousness about systemic oppression.  They also spoke about academic 
experiences that gave them a framework for understanding systems of oppression.  Sometimes 
they talked about both the academic and experiential separately and sometimes they discussed 
them as working in tandem to inform their understanding of oppression.  Below I describe the 
“how” behind participants’ journey of consciousness by exploring the experiential and academic 
ways participants came to consciousness and also the way, at times, both the experiential and 
academic mutually informed participants’ experiences.   
Experiential.  A number of participants recalled experiences from their youth that 
informed their understanding of oppression.  Some recalled direct experiences with oppression 
and indirect experiences faced by members of their community.   
I don’t remember the first incident but I remember the police beating up this young 
man.  I must have been about 21.  They beat him up . . . I mean we’ve always seen police 
beat up folks, that’s not OK but it’s happened as long as I can remember – unjustly.  But, 
beat him up on . . . my mom lived on Emerson and Lowry and they beat him up so bad, a 
bunch of them in a back yard.  A young Black male and I just remember feeling a certain 
type of way that I didn’t feel before.  I wanted to follow them . . . I was following them 
and trying to see what they were doing.  So I think that was kind of my first real taste of . 
. . yeah, I need to be involved a little more. (Keisha) 
 
This powerful experience from Keisha’s youth made her feel differently about the world.  It 
informed her understanding of the ways in which systemic oppression affected her and her 
community and inspired a sense of need for increased involvement. 
Others recalled personal experiences from their youth in which they benefited from 
privilege, but the experience did not sit right with them.  These experiences also informed their 
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curiosity and understanding of the ways in which oppression affected their communities.  
Manuela discussed an example from her childhood that involved class-based oppression. 
I remember growing up, going for summers and spending time at my grandmother’s big 
estate in Mexico.  Every summer we would arrive and we played with certain children 
that were the worker’s children and we could play with them.  But as we started growing, 
getting older, we were no longer allowed to play with them.  At the same time, my 
grandmother would give us some tasks to do around the hall and I wanted to go and play 
and she said, “You need to learn to do these things.”  “No, I want to play.  But I want to 
be with my friends.”  “No, you need to learn how to clean because when you have maids 
you need to learn how to order them, how to give instructions and orders.”  And that was 
something that stayed – I began to see differences there . . . of power, I was not like them.  
We played but then as we grew older we were no longer allowed to play with them and I 
wanted to play with them.   
The differences Manuela observed inspired her curiosity.  She did not truly grasp the class-based 
differences until later in life.  However, her curiosity about this situation stayed with her and 
informed her understanding of the class divisions present in her community in Mexico.   
 When discussing her consciousness related to oppression, Elisa articulated ways in which 
she experiences both privilege and oppression based on her journey.  
I can also start with just stuff is messed up – like the person I’m in love with is deeply in 
debt, I have been denied health insurance.  I have lived, and continue to live, a very 
privileged life and I still get screwed by our economy.  We all do.  So just things that I’ve 
experienced that just exist in that way.  And then I think, you know, like coming out and 
being gay and my life is part of this too.  There’s an identity there that’s about . . . that 
again, it comes with a lot of privilege because of my race and my class and how I present 
and all kinds of stuff but it throws barriers up in my face that I can’t even begin to 
comprehend what it’s like for folks that have even more of those.   
Elisa highlighted the complexity of intersecting dimensions of identity and connections with 
power, privilege, and oppression.  Elisa described experiencing privilege because of her race but 
facing economic barriers related to her partners’ debt and health insurance.  Elisa also explained 
that her experiences with privilege and oppression give her empathy for folks who face even 
more barriers that she does.   
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Participants in this study emphasized the importance of experiences that helped ground 
their understanding of oppression.  Some participants discussed direct experiences with 
oppression, as Elisa described.  Other participants, such as Keisha, discussed experiences with 
oppression directly and indirectly.  Finally, some participants described experiences of privilege 
where they noticed differences between their own experience and others in their community that 
inspired their curiosity.  All of these experiences provided participants the building blocks that 
helped frame their consciousness about systemic oppression.    
Academic.  In addition to discussing experiences from their personal lives, participants 
talked about the importance of more cognitive or academic experiences that framed their 
understanding of systemic oppression.  Varus, for example, in describing his continuing journey 
toward consciousness discussed the importance of reading and reflection, “I would say reading 
and reflecting . . . like reading people like Fanon, Albert Baker, Derrick Bell, he’s a lawyer but 
I’ve read . . . so those things have really influenced me, help us get to the people.”  Varus viewed 
reading and reflection as important in framing how he goes about his work as an organizer.  As 
he explained, these activities help him frame his work and he uses the activities to help him and 
his team “get to the people.”  Similarly, Elisa discussed the importance of cognitive or academic 
understanding in framing her social justice work.  After describing important life experiences 
that contributed toward her consciousness journey, Elisa said, “Plus then, again, the structural 
side and the historical side from my dad I think really helped sort of frame up some of this stuff 
as like slavery as an institution has deeply shaped this country.”  Elisa developed a cognitive 
understanding of systems of oppression from her dad, who works as a professor.  This cognitive 
understanding helped her frame and situate systems of oppression in her organizing work.   
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 Andrew described his path toward consciousness as a more formal one through his 
undergraduate education experience.  He discussed a number of influences that contributed to his 
journey toward consciousness, but his education was the most formal.  
So, I came to it from an academic angle – a bit of an unusual path of trajectory compared 
to my peers.  In retrospect I can identify some other things, but sort of a formal way in 
which I got into this was I was radicalized as an undergrad.  I had a number of professors 
help me formulate a world view about looking at . . . you know, theories of why things 
are fucked up and theories of how to address those.    
 
Andrew also highlighted the important impact of his undergraduate experience on his worldview.  
He described college radicalized his worldview and how he learned the ways in which systems 
of oppression operate and how to address those systems.  Similarly, Susan shared the impact her 
graduate education had on her journey.  Susan’s process of consciousness started with her more 
conservative upbringing and church.  The lessons she learned never really sat well with her.  
However, later in life when she experienced a more progressive, social justice oriented church 
community, church started to make sense.  It made so much sense that she chose to attend 
seminary.  
I think there were parts of my brain that had not been turned on and so it was really cool 
to . . . so my master’s at the seminary was in theology and philosophy and that was really 
awesome because it just made me think about things more deeply. (Susan)   
Susan’s experience during her master’s program had a profound impact on her journey.  The 
experience gave her the opportunity to think more deeply about issues of social justice and 
stimulated her thinking in ways she had not experienced before.   
 Participants in my study discussed the important role that developing a cognitive or 
academic understanding of oppression had on their social justice work.  Developing this 
understanding gave them tools to help frame their social justice work in the context of larger 
systems of oppression.  It also provided them with direction on how to make systemic changes to 
address issues of oppression in their work.  The academic experiences participants described 
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allowed them to think differently about systems of oppression, and for some, changed their 
worldview.  Participants felt better equipped to engage their social justice work as a result of 
their academic understanding of systems of oppression.   
Mutually informing experiences.  One of the challenges of academic writing is that, in 
order to dive deeper into a particular subject, one must pull apart elements to gain a better 
understanding of a whole.  Doing so, one runs the risk of missing the importance of the whole of 
some of these elements.  This is the case when describing the experiential and academic elements 
of participants’ journey toward consciousness.  I pulled out the academic and experiential 
descriptions of participants’ journeys toward consciousness in order to provide a deeper 
understanding of each.  However, participants did not discuss these experiences in isolation from 
one another.  Rather, they described them more as mutually informing one another.  Susan for 
example, discussed the difficulty in isolating the particular experiences that contributed to her 
journey toward consciousness. 
It’s not easy to know what exactly it was, I would say I was on that journey just based on 
probably reading different things and my own thoughts and actually beginning to be 
exposed to people who are not right-wing conservatives.  
   
Susan described how her cognitive experiences with reading and her exposure to people who 
were not “right-wing conservatives” contributed together toward her consciousness journey.  
Varus shared a story about a friend who asked him about his journey to consciousness. 
He said, “Tell me how you came to consciousness, because I know you don’t like talking 
about it.”  I said, “Yeah, John, because it’s too confusing for me because it wasn’t one 
event and it wasn’t one moment.”  It’s people’s lives and then I would go research 
something.  So to me, I would tell you my consciousness was raised from being with the 
most affected people and challenging them and their biases, just like I was challenging 
myself, and then going international and studying different social movements and then 
bringing in really talented low-income people and immigrant people and White people 
and South Asian people and have them say, “Why don’t you take a look at this, why 
don’t you take a look at that.”  That’s what kept opening it up. 
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Varus explained that his consciousness developed through experiences and conversations with 
those most affected by oppression and from studying social movements.  He also expressed an 
important point that represents the experiences of other participants in my study – consciousness 
did not come in one single moment.  Rather, critical consciousness resulted from the culmination 
of these experiences throughout their journey and the development of their consciousness reflects 
a life-long process.  Both academic and experiential moments in the lives of participants 
mutually informed one another and contributed to the development of consciousness among 
participants.   
This is also what I study in terms of Gramsci's idea of hegemony and social reproduction 
and one of the key ingredients to hegemony is consent.  So people have to give their 
consent in order to reproduce the same type of violences that are conditioning their 
everyday lives.  And so what we choose to do as organizers and activists, or whatever 
term you want to give, is we refuse to give our consent, that’s exactly what we do to 
interrupt hegemony from taking its course. (Rahim)  
Rahim analyzed his experience and the experiences of others in his community using academic 
knowledge that he gained.  Rahim used the concepts of hegemony and consent to describe 
violence as a perpetual problem within his community and to explain his work and the work of 
his organizer and activist peers as disrupting hegemony by withholding consent.  This is one of 
many examples where participants articulated their consciousness of systemic oppression by 
weaving together their theoretical understanding and their experiential understanding.   
Head as the Fuel for the Activist Fire 
 Head proved to be an important element to the experiences of participants in my study.  
Participants’ consciousness of systems of oppression was core to their social justice work.  They 
had an intersectional understanding of the ways in which systems of oppression interlocked with 
one another to marginalize groups in multiple ways.  Consciousness of the intersectional nature 
of systems of oppression drew their interest to making changes to these systems.  They described 
      
 
98 
being less interested in “Band-Aid” fixes and more interested in directing their energies toward 
systemic change.  Participants also discussed the importance of self-work and self-inquiry in 
their consciousness journey.  They described ways in which questioning and challenging 
themselves had a profound impact on their ability to effectively engage in social justice work.  
Finally, participants described how cognitive and experiential elements of their experiences 
worked in tandem to inform their consciousness.  Experiential elements of participants’ journeys 
helped them ground their understanding of oppression, and academic elements helped in framing 
their understanding and nuancing the complexities of oppression.  Throughout their journeys, 
these experiences left participants better equipped to engage in social justice work.   
 Fuel is a critical element to a fire.  This element gives body to the fire.  Similarly, head 
serves as the fuel of the activist fire.  Consciousness of the intersectional nature of systems of 
oppression is core to participants social justice work.  Without consciousness, participants would 
not see the need for action.  Participants’ experiences with oppression personally and within their 
communities as well as their theoretical understanding of oppression fueled their social justice 
work.  As this fuel burned, participants discussed the importance of self-work.  In this metaphor, 
self-work is akin to stoking the fire.  Stoking a fire is a process of stirring up the fuel in order to 
breathe new life into the fire.  In describing the importance of self-work to their consciousness 
journeys, participants explained the need to challenge and question themselves in order to 
improve how they approach their work.  Participants’ self-work served to stoke their activist fire 
to encourage the fuel of their consciousness to burn even brighter.  Head represents the element 
of fuel in the activist fire.  Without fuel, there would be nothing with which to ignite a fire and 
no fire for oxygen to feed.   
      
 
99 
Will 
 Both head and heart are critical elements to participants’ social justice journeys.  
However, in isolation, these elements do not produce the conditions that propelled participants in 
my study to take action.  When thinking about the metaphor of a fire, fuel (head) and oxygen 
(heart) are important elements but do not produce a fire on their own.  These elements need a 
spark.  For participants in my study this spark is will.  Will came through the intersection of their 
heads and hearts.  Participants leaned so strongly into this intersection that they embraced a 
responsibility to work toward social justice change.   
 Paul described the convergence of head and heart while making meaning of his activism.  
He described activism as “being active for a cause you believe in,” but then went on to discuss 
the intersection with his values. 
To the extent that you become clear that, number one – there’s a bunch of things that are 
out of whack, your values are being violated in the world.  And then you get an analysis 
that somebody is making it that way – like it’s actually being built that way, it’s not just 
like, “Shit’s bad.”  No, somebody’s interests are served by building a world that does not 
serve these people, that does not serve these values.  And I always sort of keep a dual 
idea that there is serving who you serve and then what values you serve, and they’re 
intimately related but they’re particular concepts, right?  Like you can serve love and you 
can serve a particular kind of god, whether that god is a particular dogmatic faith god, 
whether it’s a loose concept of a set of values, whether it’s money – like lots of gods you 
can serve, and there’s how that impacts people and who it serves.  And I think that being 
an activist is figuring out those two questions for yourself and then just committing your 
life to doing as much as you can possibly stand to doing that.  
  
In Paul’s discussion of activism, head and heart intersected.  He used the phrase “values being 
violated in the world” to describe the ways in which his cognitive analysis of systems of 
oppression intersected with the humanistic foundational core values he cultivated throughout his 
life.  He described a process of consciousness that involved realizing that it is not that “shit’s 
bad” but that oppression works in systemic ways that benefit some and marginalize others.  But 
action does not enter his description until he reintroduces values.  He asked the question – what 
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values do you serve?  The reintroduction of values into this consciousness raising process 
initiates the discussion about committing to take action.  The convergence of head and heart 
creates conditions ripe for the spark to ignite the flame of social justice activism. 
 For Elisa, the spark resulting from the convergence of head and heart was grounded in 
her faith.  During the interview, Elisa described the difficulty of separating her activism work 
from her personal identity.   
I would argue that everything is designed to break us apart and divide us, especially by 
race and especially by class, and that makes me feel like I am less full and less of a 
human and less of a child of God than I want to be and so when I think about sort of the 
root reason why I do this activism work, it’s about sort of repairing and rebuilding those 
breeches – like Isaiah, “Be a repairer of the breech.”  It’s about how can I live more fully 
in the world with other people living more fully in the world.  
Similar to Paul, Elisa’s reflection demonstrated the convergence of head and heart.  Elisa’s 
values tell her that being human and being a child of God means connecting with others to feel 
whole.  Elisa’s head provides her an analysis that shows divisions within our society, especially 
around race and class, which separate and divide people.  Her description demonstrates that the 
root of her activism is found at the intersection where her head and heart meet.  Furthermore, 
Elisa described feeling called by her faith to take action – to “be a repairer of the breach.”  
Elisa’s faith served as a spark that inspired a sense of responsibility to take action based on what 
both her head and heart tell her is wrong in the world.   
Responsibility 
 Like Elisa, a number of participants in my study described a sense of responsibility that 
propelled them into their activism work.  Tim, for example, described a profound sense of 
responsibility to make the world better for his family and generations to come.   
I just refuse to go to my grave . . . and when my grandchildren, if I ever have them, ask 
me, “What did you do grandpa?”  I’m not going to be one of those people that says, “I 
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didn’t do anything.  I could have stood up but I didn’t.”  I want to be powerful and I want 
to be able to use my power to make change. 
 
Tim’s desire to build power and use that power to make change comes from a profound sense of 
responsibility.  Throughout the interview, Tim described developing consciousness about issues 
of social justice, and how he continually learns and reflects on social justice issues.  He also 
described how one can ignore these issues, saying, “It’s easy to sit down in front of the TV and 
watch American Idol and not think about this stuff at all… society has done a good job of 
numbing us.”  Tim developed people-centered values throughout his life.  The convergence of 
these head and heart ignited a sense of responsibility to work toward justice-oriented change.   
 Keisha’s sense of responsibility came from a combination of her great-grandmother and 
her life experience.  Reflecting on her childhood experience, Keisha recalled her grandmother 
getting her involved in the community.  “I remember my grandmother getting us involved in 
stuff, also means you have responsibility in the community and so that means that you are 
conscious and active in your environment.”  Later, Keisha described how the lessons she learned 
from her Granny and from her life experience served as a reminder of the importance of her 
work. “[T]hat was my great granny, and that was my life experience – that was enough, perhaps 
in the moment, to remind me of why I need to keep going and do good things and what I did 
need to return to.”  After probing more about what sustains Keisha in the work, she said, “So the 
foundation that my granny instilled is what is like . . . it makes up my value system, why I care, 
why it matters.  And what drives me is really the passion that I have for my people.”  Keisha 
grew up hearing about the importance of involvement in and contributing to her community.  Her 
grandmother laid a foundation that Keisha continually relies on in her work.  Throughout the 
interview, Keisha articulated ways in which our current system marginalizes her community.  
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Like many in my study, the convergence of Keisha’s head and heart ignited a spark that gives her 
the will to continue her activist work.   
 Rahim described a deep and abiding love of his community a number of times throughout 
his interview.  He also clearly articulated an understanding of the ways our system neglects and 
maltreats marginalized communities.   Rahim explained how he always had a desire to serve 
people, which is the reason he chose to spend nearly a decade of his live as a social worker 
focused on serving those most marginalized in his community.  After his experiences as a social 
worker, he struggled with the decision to return to school. 
Having had the opportunity to serve people for the majority of my career, it felt really 
selfish to do and also the fact that I’m a first-generation college student and I have 
siblings that are not in college and may never go to college, and family members that are 
still struggling, not being able to be there or closer to home and coming all the way out 
here, it’s a very guilt-ridden sort of experience.  So having come here I knew that I 
wanted to start . . . I knew that I had to pursue some type of social justice activity. 
 
Rahim possesses a profound sense of responsibility to serve his community and those most 
marginalized by systems within society.  The strength of the responsibility he feels to serve left 
him feeling guilty over leaving his social work career to pursue a doctoral degree.  He ultimately 
chose to make the move and his responsibility to serve led him to pursue social justice activities 
in his new community outside of his studies.  Rahim’s lived experience, analysis of his 
experiences and the systems at play, and his love for people converged to inspire a deep sense of 
responsibility to work toward social justice.   
Purpose 
 The coalescence of head and heart involved not only a deep sense of responsibility to 
take action for social justice but also a sense of purpose.  In addition to describing a deep 
responsibility, participants described discerning a purpose for which they would take action.  
Tim, for example, found his purpose through his involvement with labor organizing.  He shared 
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that he spent a number of years working in a factory and got involved in the union.  He felt 
curious about the union, so he attended a meeting and became involved through his job soon 
after.  Tim’s work with the union made him feel valued.  “[I]t was the one spot where I really felt 
like I had value and people looked at my ideas and actually ran with them – or helped me.”  
After a number of years of involvement in a variety of capacities, a colleague of Tim’s 
encouraged him to apply for a full-time job with the union.  After giving it some thought, he 
decided to apply.  When telling his wife about his application, he said: “Hey, I think I’m going to 
put my resume together tomorrow morning and then drop it off at [the labor union].  I think I 
could really go over there and make a difference, maybe change some lives or something.”  
Later, while reflecting on his social justice work, Tim said, “I just think that for me it’s just been 
life-changing.  I have changed people’s lives, literally have changed people’s lives and that’s 
very rewarding for me.”  In addition to experiencing a sense of responsibility, Tim also found 
purpose.  He felt valued for his contributions for the first time in his life while working for the 
union.  This sense of value later evolved in to a sense of purpose.  As he explained, he wanted to 
make a difference in peoples’ lives; He finds it rewarding.  Throughout the interview, Tim talked 
about his understanding of issues of systemic oppression and his work on the labor front and 
with other movements such as Black Lives Matter and LGBTQ rights.  The purpose that 
threaded throughout this work was a desire to make a positive difference in peoples’ lives.  
Tim’s head and heart coalesced in a way that gave him a sense of responsibility and a sense of 
purpose.    
 Similarly, Wanda described developing a sense of purpose based on doing what she knew 
in her head and in her heart to be right related to an attack on voting rights that occurred in the 
1980s.   
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There was this attack on voting rights.  And comrades said there was hearings on the hill, 
I went to the hearings, and I said, “This is horrible, I need to bring this . . .”  And there 
was no media coverage of it at all.  So I went to west Alabama where I met [colleague] 
and that was when, in 1985-1986, we formed what was to become [initiative name].  That 
then, he was on the ground activist work and so I would say that my activism then took 
the form of . . .  as [initiative name] we would have relationships with grass roots 
organizations. 
 
Wanda described an experience in which she and her colleagues became aware of a significant 
social justice problem.  This situation gave her colleagues and her a purpose around which to 
organize and they quickly took responsibility by creating a new organization to counteract the 
attack on voter rights.  Although the contexts and situations for Wanda and Tim looked different 
and took place over a different time period, a common thread is that both led to taking 
responsibility and developing purpose.  
 Will as the Spark for the Activist Fire 
 Will served as the spark that ignites the activist fire for participants in my study.  While 
head and heart serve as important elements in the fire metaphor, they do not inspire justice-
oriented action in isolation.  As with any fire, elements of oxygen and fuel do not automatically 
combine to produce a fire; A spark ignites the fire.  Much like the meeting of flint and steel 
produces a spark, the meeting of head and heart produced an activist spark for my participants.  
The intersection of these two elements inspired a deep sense of responsibility and purpose for 
study participants.  Reflection upon both experiences and analysis of those experiences 
combined with foundational values provided the will for participants to take up their particular 
causes.  Elements of head and heart created the necessary conditions for participants to take 
responsibility and embrace a purpose for taking social justice action.  Without this spark of will, 
the elements of head and heart would not produce the burning fire of activism.   
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Belief 
 Belief is the flame of the activist fire that binds together the elements of heart, head, and 
will into sustainable efforts for social justice change.  As I analyzed my data and played with the 
metaphor of a fire as a representation of the data I collected, I felt as though the metaphor lacked 
something.  As I reflected back on my childhood, I remembered working in my dad’s grocery 
store.  At that time, my small town in northeast Iowa did not have recycling, so we disposed of 
the cardboard that accumulated in a burner in back of the store.  As one of my chores, I collected 
the cardboard, took it to the burner, and lit it on fire.  Sometimes the burner became too full to 
put all of the cardboard in at once, so I would have to light it when full and return later to dispose 
of the rest.  At times, I lit the fire, re-entered the store, and returned later to find that the fire 
petered out.  During these times I discovered that the fire did not penetrate deeply enough to 
ignite the rest of the cardboard.  As I analyzed my data and fleshed out the fire metaphor, I 
realized I had not included this element in my metaphor, but it reflected the data.  I found the 
element of belief also equipped participants.  Organizers and activists in my study believe the 
work they do affects social justice change.   
Committed Belief  
 The element of belief drove further commitment to participants’ causes.  A number of 
participants described how their belief in the work they do to advance social justice drives their 
further engagement in the work.  For example, Andrew discussed his belief that labor is a crucial 
social justice cause. 
I happen to believe that the labor front is the most critical front in the battle, I don’t really 
like the military stuff, but the battle for the labor front is a key one.  And so that’s why I 
think by advancing workplace demands, advancing policy based on governing the 
economy – that that is an effective way of advancing a broader left-wing sort of 
agenda…does that sound scary [laughter]?    
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Andrew believes that labor activism is most critical to advancing social justice.  Later in the 
interview, Andrew used the term “the primacy of labor” to describe this belief.  His belief in this 
kind of social justice work motivates him to continue engaging in a variety of activities that 
advance this cause such as policy work and workplace demands.   
 For Elisa, the element of belief took on a more broad and general form.   
Every day I get up in the morning I’ve got to sort of . . . I don’t do this consciously, well 
occasionally I’ll do it consciously, but remind myself, “You’re in this because this is a 
way that you see as making the world better.”  
 
Each day, Elisa recommits herself to her work toward social justice.  Her belief that her work 
will make the world a better place helps sustain her engagement with social justice work both as 
an organizer and in other parts of her life.   
Solidarity  
 For some participants, the element of belief manifests itself in solidarity.  These 
participants connected the belief in the work in which they engaged with a community that 
shares similar interests.  Varus, for example, discussed the importance being with and not doing 
for as core to his work. 
It’s about people and my job is to organize them in their own misery, so I’m in solidarity 
with that – I’m not trying to do something for them.  If they don’t want to do it, that’s 
fine – then I’m moving on to the next group.  So you’ve got to build that.  That’s a real 
powerful word to me.    
 
Varus sustains his social justice work by engaging the work in solidarity with others.  As he 
explained, “it’s all about people.”  He identifies as working class and believes that he is working 
with others and is also working on behalf of his own condition.  Later in the interview he 
discussed working across both racial and class lines to work toward social justice.  As he 
explained, “together we can come up with the answers.”  Varus’s belief that advancing social 
justice must be done in community and solidarity with others sustains his work.   
      
 
107 
 The element of belief in Tim’s experience is also rooted in solidarity.  While reflecting 
back on how he started his social justice work, Tim recalled a conversation he had with a former 
union steward. 
He said, “Hey man, things don’t have to be this way.  If we all band together, it doesn’t 
have to be this way.”  That clicked in my head, “You’re right, it doesn’t have to be this 
way.”  We’re not crazy – I’ve got to believe that any person in the history of this world 
who made change, at some point, I got to believe Nelson Mandela went to his buddy and 
said, “Hey man, things don’t have to be this way anymore, we should do something.”  
And his buddy was like, “I don’t know, man, things can’t change.”  And he was like, “I 
think things can.”  … Other people were told that stuff can’t change, maybe Tony’s not 
crazy – maybe Tony’s right.  Lo and behold, Tony actually was right.  If we do band 
together things can change.   
 
This story frames how the element of belief works for Tim.  He believes that change can happen 
if people work together to make it happen.  This belief permeates deeply in his experience and, 
along with other elements, sustains his social justice work.   
 While Elisa talked broadly about the element of belief during her interview, she also 
discussed the impact of solidarity in her work.  She described the importance of community and 
feeling a part of something larger while engaging in social justice work. 
So moments like that where you can really sort of feel like you didn’t do it by yourself 
but you can feel a sense of, “I was a big part of something that was really tangibly 
meaningful.”  And again, that kind of like . . . people will say things like, “I never 
thought I could do this, I never thought I could be a part of something like this, I feel like 
this is like my family.”    
 
For Elisa, solidarity in social justice work makes it more meaningful.  The act of accomplishing 
something together with others that none of them could accomplish on their own provided a 
sense of connection.  Feeling a part of something larger in solidarity with others makes social 
justice work sustainable for Elisa.  
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Tangible Results 
 For other participants, the element of belief connected to tangible results.  Participants 
described having experiences that enhanced their belief in their particular cause.  For example, 
Jeanette worked with others to challenge and change proposed legislation for welfare reform. 
What else I couldn’t believe is that it worked and I really, really believe that because 
people were willing to share their experiences and story with people who are making 
some of these decisions, we changed the narrative and we changed the outcome of 
welfare reform in [state]. 
 
For Jeanette, this experience enhanced her belief in social justice work.  She saw the tangible 
results of working with those affected by the proposed welfare reform legislation.  Witnessing 
the positive outcomes of working with others on this cause served as continued motivation and 
continues to sustain Jeanette’s social justice work.   
 For Manuela, belief came through her personal educational experiences and the 
educational experiences she had as a teacher.  Manuela discussed experiences in which she 
unpacked elements of her class privilege.  She grew up in a moderately wealthy Mexican 
household and learned about the differences in her childhood experience and that of the children 
of her family’s servants.  She also discussed a pivotal moment when she learned about her 
privilege coming to the United States as a documented Mexican woman.  She discussed powerful 
experiences she had as an educator in the classroom in which she unpacked dynamics of power, 
privilege, and oppression with students in her Spanish classes, exploring, “whose voices we hear, 
which ones we acknowledge, which ones we respect, and which ones we completely dismiss.”  
Manuela said the following in reflection upon these experiences – “So through education I 
started seeing that this can work.”  This statement relates to belief.  Through her personal 
experiences and her experiences as an educator she began to see that education for critical 
consciousness, or as Manuela would put it, “conscientizaçión,” sustains her passion and 
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engagement as an activist educator.  The tangible results of education that she experienced 
through education produced for Manuela a belief that education can contribute to liberation, 
which sustains her activism.   
 Tim described an experience with tangible results related to labor-related direction action.  
Tim participated in a protest in solidarity with a movement for better pay and conditions for 
janitors.   
We spent 48 hours in jail.  I had an $888,000 bail on my head for blocking an 
intersection.  It was a heck of an experience.  We got tons of press out of that, we were all 
over CNN and everything else, we won two days later for those janitors.  That’s part of 
really what was like, “OK, this is something we’ve got to do in order to win for people.” 
 
In addition to this example, Tim also discussed positive gains in the movement for LGBT rights.  
Tim described both examples as rewarding and helping to sustain his activism.  The tangible 
results contributed to his belief in his activist work, that the work he did to advance justice had a 
positive impact on the world and bringing humankind one step closer to liberation.   
Belief as the Sustaining Flame of the Activist Fire 
 Distinct from the other three elements, belief sustains the activist fire.  Participants in my 
study manifested a belief that the work they do is making a positive difference in the world.  This 
element penetrates deeply, sustaining the flame of the activist fire.  For participants in my study, 
the element of belief motivated them and maintained their engagement in their activist work.  For 
some, belief stemmed from a commitment to a particular issue; for some, belief came from 
working in solidarity with others; and for others, belief developed from the tangible results of 
their efforts and experiences.  It was not mammoth achievements that sustained belief for 
participants in my study, but rather the Self determination to live out values, empowerment to 
make change, and material improvements in people’s lives sustained belief for participants, 
rather than mammoth achievements.  Belief is the element that brought all three of the other 
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elements together – without head, heart, and will, nothing needs sustaining.  However, without a 
belief that the work they do is making a positive difference, participants would not likely 
maintain their engagement in activism.   
Fire as a Metaphor for Activism 
 Throughout this chapter I described elements of my participants’ activist identity 
development, including heart, head, will, and belief.  I used the metaphor of a fire to describe 
how each of these elements contribute to and coalesce into participants’ activist identities.  Heart 
represents the humanistic values that undergirded participants’ activist identities.  Some 
participants discussed these values directly, while others took more prompting to discuss them.   
 For all participants, humanistic values, including love, served as the foundation to their 
work.  Heart operated much like oxygen in a fire metaphor – invisible yet entirely necessary in 
order for the activist flame to burn.  Head was a much more pronounced element in participants’ 
activist identities.  Head represents participants’ consciousness of systemic oppression.  This 
element was much more overt and pronounced as participants described their activist work.  
They clearly articulated ways in which societal systems privilege some, marginalize, and 
minoritize others, and also how these systems interlock in identity-based ways to form larger 
systems.  Participants described how their life experiences and intellectual or academic 
experiences worked in tandem to inform critical consciousness.  Head, as an element of activist 
identity development, acts as fuel in the activist fire.  Similar to the way fuel gives body to fire, 
participants’ critical consciousness of systems of oppression gave body to their activist identity 
development.  Head served as a very overt and crucial element in participants’ descriptions of 
their activist work, much like fuel is an overt element in a fire.  Without fuel there would be 
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nothing to burn and without head as an element, there would be nothing to fuel the fire of activist 
identity development for participants in my study.   
 Both head and heart are core elements to participants’ activist identity development.  In 
and of themselves, however, they do not produce the kind of change-oriented action exhibited by 
participants in my study.  Another element, will, was present and served as a catalyst or spark for 
the fire.  Participants in my study described a sort of coalescence of elements of head and heart 
to the point of action.  They described experiences in which they embraced a deep sense of 
responsibility and a purpose for engaging social justice work to the point where they, to use a 
double-negative, could not not do something.  A fire requires oxygen and fuel to start.  However, 
alone, they do not produce a fire.  It takes a spark.  Participants in my study described how the 
convergence of their head and heart ignited in them the will to take action for social justice.  
Their humanistic values combined with their understanding of systemic oppression coalesced 
into a responsibility and purpose to work toward liberation.  Without the element of will, the 
flame of activist identity development would not ignite.   
 While head, heart, and will are crucial elements to igniting the activist identity 
development flame, the element of belief is crucial to sustaining it.  Participants’ in my study 
articulated a belief that the social justice work in which they engage is making a positive 
difference.  For some, this belief manifested in a commitment to a particular issue, for some it 
manifested as solidarity in struggle, and for some it manifested in the tangible results of their 
work.  This belief penetrates deeply for participants and works to sustain their engagement in 
social justice work.  Belief served as the sustaining flame of the activist identity development 
flame, which maintained participants’ engagement in their justice work.   
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 All of these elements of activist identity work in tandem with one another to produce and 
sustain the activist fire (see Figure 4).  A strength of the metaphor of a flame in analyzing data in 
this study is that it helps show the distinctiveness of each element.  The metaphor also helps 
illuminate the interconnected nature of each element and the ways they work in tandem to yield 
an activist identity.  However, a limitation of the metaphor is that it does not capture the journey 
that participants described.  It does not articulate a process or trajectory for the ways in which 
participants’ in this study developed an activist identity.  In the following chapter, I build upon 
the elements I described to articulate how participants experienced these elements along their 
activist journeys.   
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Figure 5.1. Activist Identity as Elements of Fire. 
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CHAPTER 6 
POSITIONS ALONG THE WINDING JOURNEY OF SOCIAL JUSTICE ACTIVIST 
IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 
Although the metaphor of a fire helped me understand the elements of my participants’ 
activist identity development, it does not describe well the actual journey.  The elements 
described in the previous chapter articulate the “what” of activist identity development, but they 
do not address the “how.”  One participant, Elisa, said the following to describe her journey as an 
activist: “for me it’s less like a switch flipped… It was a little bit more of a winding journey.”   
This quote seemed to summarize how each of my participants described their experience as 
activists.  They did not experience their activism as stages that developed into an identity.  
Rather, they had a variety of experiences that they reflected on and negotiated with what they 
knew in both their heads and hearts in an iterative fashion.  Participants in my study learned from 
these reflections and negotiations and then confronted experiences that caused further reflection 
and renegotiation.  The term, “winding journey,” summed up the experience well.  For this 
reason, in addition to framing the elements of activists’ journeys in terms of a fire metaphor, I 
also discuss what I am labeling positions along their journeys.  The positions of activists’ 
journeys that I frame below represent a bend in the path along the journey; they are the “wind” in 
the “winding journey.”  The positions that arose from my analysis of the data, and which I 
describe in greater detail below, are developing values, negotiation, integration, and 
embodiment.  Participants moved between these positions, reflecting and revisiting them 
throughout their journeys as activists in a non-linear way.  Next, I describe these positions and 
the kinds of experiences and reflections participants discussed along their activist journeys.    
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Developing Values 
Participants’ childhood experiences that facilitated the development of their core 
foundational values made up one of the stops along the winding journey.  Keisha talked about 
experiences that contributed to the development of her core values.  “So that stuff, again is in my 
DNA, it’s in me.”  Participants in my study described experiences that shaped their identity and 
values – These experiences became part of their “DNA” and laid a foundation for participants’ 
social justice journeys.  Participants’ experiences fell into three categories: observational, 
conversational, and participatory.  Below I describe each of these categories in more depth.   
Observational 
 Participants described important experiences that contributed to their foundational values 
in which their participation reflected a more observational role.  These experiences played a 
significant part in shaping their values and journeys as activists.  Wanda, for example, described 
her upbringing in the Jim Crow South.  She spoke about her parents’ involvement with a sort of 
partnership between the Jewish community and Black community working to end Jim Crow.  
“My parents were . . . you know, they were liberal, they said, ‘We need to end Jim Crow.’  So 
that was in the air but what I really got to see was the people who did all the work earned a little 
bit of money and were really fine people.”  Wanda later described experiences of observing the 
dehumanizing impact of Jim Crowe in greater detail and followed up by saying, “so I think the 
Jewish part is within my family, this Jewish tradition of justice comes out of that part.”  When 
Wanda described her parents’ involvement in ending Jim Crowe, she used the phrase “in the air.”  
This phrase demonstrated the powerful impact that her experiences observing her parents had on 
the development of her values.  Later, she connected these experiences to her cultural upbringing 
in the Jewish community, tying her parents’ efforts to the Jewish tradition of justice.  Wanda did 
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not have overt conversations about these issues, nor did she actively participate.  She did, 
however, observe her parents work and actions.  These observational experiences had a 
significant impact on the development of Wanda’s value of equality and shaped her social justice 
journey. 
 Andrew discussed experiences growing up observing his parents in their role as teachers.  
He explained that his mom taught “at-risk pre-school” and his dad taught in “an extremely 
difficult and dangerous high school” for most of their lives.  They did so by choice and they 
generally identified with “good liberal politics.”  Andrew recalled, “there was never anything 
overt” with regard to developing values during his upbringing.  However, he remembered 
knowing clearly that his parents had a “sense of righteous indignation” and “a sense of equality.”  
Andrew explained, “I do remember when dad struck, when the teachers struck when I was 6-
years-old or whatever . . . 5-years-old, I actually remember that.  So I don’t know, it wasn’t overt 
stuff.”  Andrew clearly articulated that the experiences he had that contributed to the 
development of his values were not “overt,” emphasizing the importance of his parents’ role-
modeling on his journey and development of values as a child.  Examples from Andrew and 
Wanda highlight the important impact that observational experiences had on participants’ values 
development along their journeys.  Parental role-modeling and observing parents and other 
community members engage in action for social justice played a significant role in participants’ 
values development along their journeys.  
Conversational  
 Participants also described conversations and stories that significantly affected the 
development of their foundational values.  Paul, for example, grew up learning “love your 
neighbor values.”  Paul’s mom wrote social justice textbooks for Catholic schools.  He recalled 
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hearing stories from his mom involving saints and various “world cultures mixing with social 
justice values.”  Paul explained that these experiences were not necessarily “politicizing,” but 
definitely instilled “love your neighbor values.”   
Rahim grew up hearing stories about his grandmother’s involvement with the civil rights 
movement.  He explained, “I was always told about her like harboring Black Panthers in her 
house during the Civil Rights Movement, or post-Civil Rights Movement, and during the Civil 
Rights Movement going on marches to DC and my mom having to miss school because of rallies 
and just getting dismissed from school to attend protests.”  Hearing stories about his 
grandmother inspired Rahim and contributed to the development of his values.  It also inspired 
his journey of social justice.  These experiences contributed to the development of his values and 
inspired his journey of social justice.  In addition to stories about his grandmother, Rahim also 
described learning values through conversations along his upbringing.  He said, “So values I 
think I would have gained through my upbringing would have been like people telling me, ‘Have 
you considered this person?’  Or, ‘What about this person?’”  These conversations contributed to 
Rahim’s value for inclusion.  He learned that a common problem in social movements is that 
sometimes people leave those of particular identity groups behind or neglect to consider them.  
Rahim described the importance of including and considering all people in his work.  Rahim 
developed his value for inclusion through the conversations along his journey he described 
above.  Participants had experiences early in their social justice journeys in which they had 
conversations and heard stories that contributed to the development of their values.  These 
experiences molded their values in a way that provided a foundation for their social justice 
journeys.  
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Participatory 
 In addition to observational and conversational experiences with developing values, 
participants also talked about participatory experiences, which are experiences that involved a 
high level of engagement.  Keisha, for example, reflected on the impact that her “Granny” had 
on her from an early age.   
So she was a person who was advocating for justice for Black people and she focused on 
housing a lot, which is what I learned.  And so, some of the things that she had us 
involved in was community protests, but she also had us involved in a lot of community 
events and activities. 
 
From her engagement with her Granny, Keisha learned values of responsibility and actively 
making her community better.  Elisa discussed her active participation in her faith life while 
describing her social justice journey. 
The other layer of that for me growing up was about, again, my kind of faith life – 
mainline Protestant, Episcopalian, grew up in kind of a normal mainline church the food 
shelf, we’d go on mission trips, we’d do various kind of standard church stuff. 
 
Elisa described a faith experience that went beyond attending a service.  She discussed 
involvement with her church’s food shelf and going on mission trips as “standard church stuff.”  
These participatory experiences provided an opportunity for those in my study to learn 
foundational values through action.  They engaged in activities that represented those values, 
which solidified these humanistic values as part of their foundation.   
 Developing values was an important stop along the activist journey for participants in my 
study.  This position along the journey provided a foundation upon which they became actively 
engaged in social justice causes.  These experiences fell into three difference categories.  
Participants described observational experiences in which they learned values by witnessing 
others act upon or discuss values.  Participants also described conversational experiences in 
which they engaged in conversations or heard stories that taught them foundational social justice 
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values.  Finally, participants described participatory experiences in which they learned social 
justice values through acting upon those values with others.  For participants in my study, these 
experiences taught them values that became part of their identity, or, as one participant 
described, part of their “DNA.” 
Integration 
 Integration is the position along the journey when activists in my study took action on 
what they knew in their heads and hearts to be right.  Participants shared stories of times when 
they took action for social justice and how they applied the values they learned along with the 
skills and knowledge they acquired to advance a personal or community cause.  They found 
themselves in the integration position at a variety of points during the early and middle parts of 
their journeys.  Participants also discussed how fear and risk played into these experiences and 
how these feelings dissipated as they gained more experience.   
Elisa shared a story from her college experience about working with other women to 
form a group focused on interfaith social action.  Their group took on a project to push their 
college to be more inclusive of immigrants and English language learners.   
It just got very inspiring and exciting and then after a while we started to realize that this 
is a thing – we did a power analysis of our school, “Who can make this decision and who 
can’t and who should we talk to.”  We did individual visits with people to sort of bring 
them into the group.  We did meetings with folks in the Admissions Office and things 
like that, so eventually someone was like, “This is a thing, it’s called organizing.” 
 
Elisa, embracing her religious identity and value for interfaith cooperation, worked with others to 
advance inclusion efforts on their campus.  The group embraced common values of supporting 
peers on their campus whose experiences were made more difficult because of campus systems.  
They used the knowledge and skills they developed to conduct a power analysis and then met 
with administrators on their campus to push for change.  In the process of taking action, Elisa 
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actually learned that the process in which they engaged exemplified a process of community 
organizing.   
 Andrew shared an integration experience he had while working as a barista in which he 
and his co-workers mobilized to obtain proper wages.  When Andrew started working the barista 
job his supervisor told him he would make an apprentice wage (less than minimum wage) for a 
limited amount time until achieving his starting wage.  Andrew experienced “getting the run 
around” from the owner when he asked about receiving his starting wage upon completion of his 
apprenticeship.  Andrew spoke with his co-workers and learned the owner did not pay them what 
they were promised.  When the owners’ spouse delivered supplies one day, Andrew approached 
her and asked her to speak with the owner on their behalf.  When nothing changed, he and his 
co-workers decided to take action. 
The next time she came in it was right before, it was early in the morning – right before 
the morning rush of all the bankers coming in and demanding their fancy coffees, and we 
said, “Look, we’re going to walk out of this place in the height of the busy time here and 
you guys are going to be left high and dry, it’s going to fuck with your business if you 
don’t immediately begin paying us the correct wages.”  And then she called up her 
husband and negotiated and we got our wages. 
 
During this experience, Andrew worked with co-workers to take action for what they knew to be 
right.  Andrew learned the value of struggle from his father, who was a member of a union..  In 
this context, Andrew employed that value and leveraged collective power with co-workers to 
achieve a just wage.  During these integration experiences that happened early in their journeys, 
Elisa and Andrew leveraged their values along with their knowledge and skills to achieve 
change.   
Risk 
 When participants described experiences in the integration position, many also talked 
about the risk involved in those experiences.  They reflected on power dynamics at play as well 
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as the fear related to possible outcomes of their actions.  Nate, for example, talked about one of 
his first experiences with direct action protesting.   
In the moment it feels entirely risky, you’re sitting there and what if somebody sees me, what 
if a cop comes up, what if I’m now arrested, what’s the next step after that?  I think part of it 
is the fear of the unknown - you don’t know what is going to happen.  I think that’s one of 
the biggest struggles for labor organizing in particular – it has just such a bad reputation of . . 
. or even organizing in general, there’s that reputation that they’re just crazy, they’re 
protesting about whatever, and they’re violent and then the police have to come and put them 
down.    
 
Nate described risk he felt in the moment, including thoughts about possible outcomes that came 
into his mind and the “fear of the unknown.”  He also described barriers around his socialization 
regarding how to act in public: “For me, we’re not supposed to shout . . . normal people don’t 
shout in public.  I think it’s a barrier to overcome.”  Nate also shared that the risk and fear he felt 
subsided. 
I think it’s more experience and once you understand that reality of how things actually play 
out – that fear, that risk, just kind of goes away.  And even there was actions where cops 
were called and then we left the building and then they showed up and they were like, 
“You’re on public property.”  “Yeah, OK – cool.”    
 
The risk and fear Nate described above dissipated once he gained more experience and learned 
more about the experience of taking direction action.  During our discussion, he explained that 
he learned he and his fellow activists could do a lot and find a lot of success in their actions 
during the 20-30 minutes it took for a business to call the police and for the police to respond. 
By gaining more experience, the “fear of the unknown” he described earlier faded.   
 After sharing his experience taking action for a social justice cause by presenting 
demands to authority, Rahim reflected on the risk involved. 
And that’s their response when you speak truth to power – they’ll use force, they’ll 
incarcerate you, they’ll jail you or whatever it may be… You risk a legal fine, it’s more 
like a pain for doing what’s right.  It’s like inverting morality again – so where right is 
wrong and wrong is right, that’s often times kind of how the system operates in my 
opinion… You risk arrest, you risk jail, you risk academic sanctions.  But again, that’s . . 
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. you have physical scars from handcuffs, whatever it may be – that’s all real, but often 
times people have said that people in jail . . . a lot of people say the wrong-doers are in 
jail, but sometimes it’s when you do something right that you get arrested. 
   
Rahim framed risk taking in this context as a possibility of penalty for doing the right thing.  He 
described this as an “inverted morality” that punishes those who “speak truth to power.”  
However, Rahim’s statement alluded to implications beyond the context he was discussing.  He 
expressed the belief that the risk of penalties for doing the right thing reflects the design of 
systems of power.   
 Integration served an important role long the winding journey for participants in my 
study.  Experiences in this position typically happen on the earlier end of their actions to advance 
social justice.  During these experiences participants applied their knowledge and skills as well 
as their values to do what they knew in their heads and in their hearts to be right. Participants 
also described taking risks and feeling fear during experiences in the integration position.  These 
risks included possibilities of physical harm, negative repercussions to one’s career or reputation, 
and the chance one’s freedoms might be taken away.  The fear of not knowing the outcome of 
their actions also challenged many participants.  However, these fears and risks did not keep 
participants from taking action for social justice.  Participants overcame these barriers and as 
their experience taking action grew, their fear dissipated and their willingness to take on risk 
increased.   
Negotiation 
 Another position that emerged along participants’ activist journeys is negotiation.  In this 
context, I use the term negotiation to describe an internal process where participants  were 
challenged to reflect on and make meaning of how their values, identities, consciousness, and 
experiences intersected and worked in conjunction with one another.  This position was not neat 
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and formulaic for participants.  Rather, it entailed navigating nuance and complexity while not 
necessarily landing at a place of certainty.  In these experiences, however, participants developed 
more complex understandings of the intersections of their values, identities, and experiences.   
 For example, Susan discussed learning to “live in the grey” as a result of her experience 
moving from the suburbs to an intercity area in order to pursue meaningful relationships and 
community while engaging in social justice work.   
I would have said what I believed before and it would have been very black and white 
and very clear, but it didn’t result in life change whereas now I can’t say what I believe 
with incredible clarity in terms of ontology but it makes a huge difference in my life.  So 
I’ve learned to live in the grey, I would say – all the time, almost. 
 
During our discussion, Susan described how she changed through a process of negotiating her 
identities (both privileged and marginalized), her values, and espousing a commitment to those 
values.  As a result, she developed a more nuanced lens with which she views the world that 
causes her to “live in the grey” nearly all of the time.   
 Manuela told a story of one of her more powerful negotiation experiences.  During her 
college years, Manuela participated in a politically radical movement in her home country of 
Mexico.  Her involvement in this group eventually led to her expulsion during her senior year of 
college.  After taking some time off from school, she returned to finish her degree.  It was the 
university to which she returned that exposed her to Paulo Freire’s work on literacy and 
educating for critical consciousness.  After finishing her degree, Manuela faced a turning point in 
her life and decided to spend some time working with indigenous communities in a mountain 
region in Mexico.   
I had to sit and see how the base communities organized and how they had structured and 
how they talked, how they used their own systems of educating themselves of what the 
importance of water, the importance of having clean water for their children and no 
longer putting up with the crap the government was giving them, but resisting.  I saw 
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women being willing to take up arms and defend their right to have water in their land.  I 
was just a spectator basically, but I learned so much. 
 
After describing this experience, Manuela articulated a process of negotiating the activism in 
which she engaged earlier in her life with the transformational experience she had working with 
indigenous women in a mountain community. 
I understood the importance . . . how strategic one needed to be in terms of it’s not so 
much about violence, it’s not about disrupting the norms, the daily life – which at times 
you need to bring attention . . . So I understood the importance of education, education is 
the way to transform a society.  People learn . . . I remember seeing these women 
learning, I didn’t teach them how to write – I did not.  But I saw how women would 
understand the value of knowing and once they knew they knew something, phew – they 
embraced it and you would not move them until they got what they needed.  So to me 
that was very transformational.   
 
This experience significantly transformed Manuela.  During this time, Manuela negotiated her 
understanding of activism compared to the politically radical work in which she engaged 
previously in her life.  She developed an appreciation for being more strategic and non-violent.  
She also developed a more significant appreciation for the role education plays in transforming 
society.  Her previous work involved creating disruptions in society, which she acknowledges 
remains important.  Manuela also realized the value of education in creating sustainable and 
transformational change.  This negotiation experience played a powerful role in the rest of 
Manuela’s journey toward becoming an activist educator.   
Negotiating Identity 
Social identities played a significant role in the negotiation position.  Participants 
described instances of negotiating their social identities in their justice work while in this 
position.  They discussed how their privileged and marginalized identities showed up in their 
work.  Elisa, for example, described the fluidity of the salience of her identities based on the 
presence of tension. 
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I feel like the most sort of aware of any piece of my identity when there is tension around 
it.  I feel most aware of my identity as a progressive when I knock on somebody’s door 
and they’re like, “Screw you.”  I feel most aware of my race when I’m realizing that I 
have messed something up around racial justice or that I have missed something that a 
person of color would never be able to miss, when I feel like I’m able to live in the 
anonymity of Whiteness.  I feel most aware of my gender when I’m talking about the 
numbers of low wage workers in the state that are women and most aware of my 
sexuality when I’m talking to my parents about coming out to my aunt and uncle. 
 
Elisa’s description above reflects Jones’ and McEwens’ (2000) model of multiple identities 
(FIGURE 1, PAGE 39).  Elisa is host to a myriad of privileged and marginalized identities that 
are more salient and closer to her core identity based on the context of the situation.  She 
negotiates these parts of her identity in her social justice work most often when tension arises 
around a particular dimension of her identity.  As she explained, she negotiates her progressive 
identity when she does political door knocking and her racial identity when she “messed 
something up.”  Participants in my study described how they had to navigate power because of 
their marginalized identities and discussed the importance of being mindful of their privileged 
identities.   
Mindfulness of privilege.  Andrew described the importance of remaining mindful of his 
privilege in his social justice work as a labor organizer.  He explained that in his work, he most 
often helps others to take action to improve their conditions.  He described the importance of 
negotiating his privilege in these contexts while also sharing his knowledge and expertise. 
Practically, that means things like making sure I don’t assume what are the demands 
people want to make instead of asking.  It’s about asking people how they believe their 
boss will react as opposed to me simply concluding.  It’s also trusting that while I’m an 
expert without any doubt on a lot of these matters, ultimately people who are working 
beneath an oppressive management are experts to those conditions in a way that I can’t.  
So it’s recognizing lived experience and expertise compared to learned experience and 
expertise.  
Andrew described the practical elements of being mindful of his privilege in this context.  He is 
careful not to make assumptions and focuses on asking questions and listening to concerns and 
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what people anticipate as possible outcomes of taking action.  Andrew balances that with the 
confidence that he does have knowledge and expertise he can offer people as they make a 
decision about whether or not to take action.  He negotiated a balance between the “lived 
experience” of those with whom he works and the “learned experience” he acquired in his role as 
a labor organizer.  Andrew is mindful of his privilege and uses that mindfulness to carefully 
negotiate his work advancing labor rights.   
 Manuela shared a story about a negotiation experience that had a profound impact on her 
understanding of her privilege as a documented immigrant in the United States and the 
significant challenges of those who remain undocumented.  She began the story by sharing a bit 
about cultural humor in Mexico, explaining that people commonly refer to undocumented 
Mexicans in the United States as “mojados,” which is Spanish for “wetbacks.”  After Manuela 
immigrated to the United States she attended a conference where she used the term.   
They said, “I would never say this.”  And that kind of disrupted in me and said, “What is 
wrong with this?”  I’m not an undocumented person, why is this person really shutting 
me up?  It took me awhile to understand the trials that undocumented people have here in 
the U.S.  As I began my journey and life here, I started seeing the realities of the people 
that are working here – they are not here because they are privilege, they are not here 
because they want to be here, because out of necessity.  I started . . . and I would drive 
around [city] and I would see how they lived and I would talk to them and I could see 
that I came from different worlds.  It was not . . . I started becoming friends and it was by 
establishing relationships with people who had horrid experiences that my eyes were 
actually opened to see that reality.  The first part of me I had to say, “Well I’m not like 
them, I’m different.”  But I moved, sooner than I thought, I moved away from that.  It 
was not about class but it was more about an identity as a people and I never imagined 
that I would be doing some activism and I would be challenging my students in terms of 
to see the immigrant not only as the other but to be able to humanize that immigrant. 
 
During this negotiation experience, Manuela learned a lot about her privilege as a documented 
immigrant in the United States.  She felt challenged to reflect on her privilege as having a 
documented status and she leaned into that challenge by learning more about the experiences of 
those without documentation.  This experience also challenged her to negotiate her value for 
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social justice with her preconceived notions of undocumented immigrants.  This negotiation of 
her values, identity, and experience caused her to work toward justice with undocumented 
immigrants.  Manuela now does significant work in her classes highlighting the experiences of 
undocumented immigrants as a result of this negotiation experience. 
 Participants in my study articulated the importance of being mindful of privileged 
identities as they do social justice work.  Andrew described his mindfulness and intentionality in 
his work as a labor organizer balancing the “lived experience” of those with whom he works 
along with the “learned experience” he developed through his role.  Manuela shared an 
experience that increased her awareness of her privilege as a documented immigrant.  During her 
experience, she negotiated her identities, values, and experience, and through the process, 
developed a commitment to educating students about the realities of undocumented immigrants 
in the United States.  These examples highlight the importance being mindful of privilege to the 
negotiation experiences of participants in my study.  
Negotiating marginalized identities.  Participants also shared negotiation experiences in 
which they navigated the power dynamics of systemic oppression.  When reflecting on how 
social identities showed up in his work, Varus talked about being mindful of his privilege as a 
man and striving not to be “patriarchal.”  He also shared a story that highlighted the way he 
navigated his marginalized identities in his work. 
And someone at the table said, “Where are you from?”  I said, “I’m from [city name].”  
And somebody said, “Oh, how did you make it out of there?”  I couldn’t even get 
finished. “How did you make it out?’  And so now there are certain groups of people, like 
John, I talk about [penitentiary name], that’s the penitentiary right on the corner from 
where I grew up where everybody was – you see what I’m saying?  And so, those are 
things that impacted me because the world wanted to make me heroic and, of course, I’ve 
got an ego and it’s not normal, so I couldn’t even tell people what I felt about the 
oppression of the prison, the oppression of the worst public school system, because they 
weren’t going to focus on the system of global capitalism and oppression, they were 
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going to focus on, “Well at least you made it.”  So what that forced me to do was always 
look at structures, so I always look at structures.    
 
The context of Varus’ social justice work forces him to navigate the power dynamics of systemic 
oppression.  In this example, Varus discussed how carefully he represents himself.  After sharing 
this story, he explained to me that he does not share a lot about himself.  He filters what he 
shares about himself because of how others will make meaning of that sharing.  In this example, 
he shared information about his place of origin.  Others immediately reacted by making him the 
hero and focusing on the exception that he “made it” rather than to turn an eye the to the systems 
and structures that produced these oppressive conditions.  Varus shared how he negotiates his 
marginalized identities by interpreting his context and making decisions on what to share and 
how to engage conversation based on how he can direct attention toward the system rather than 
the individual.   
 Participants’ experiences negotiating marginalized identities also had an impact on how 
they responded to others’ stories of marginalization.  Nate, a person of color with a hearing 
disability, shared that his experiences negotiating his marginalized identities caused him to have 
empathy for others with marginalized identities. 
Being a person of color, being a student who is hard of hearing, I think it’s easy to 
understand approximately what other people are going through once you’ve experienced 
it yourself, once you’ve been told the only reason that you got into college is because 
you’re a student of color, because you’re a minority, because you’re Chinese.  So when 
you have those experiences I think you become more aware and you understand more 
when somebody is saying, “Hey, this happened to me and this wasn’t right.”  You 
empathize a lot more and you’re less quick to write it off as, “Oh, they’re just crazy, they 
don’t know what they’re talking about.”   
These negotiation experiences equipped Nate to engage his social justice work with empathy for 
others of marginalized identities.   
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  Participants’ experiences negotiating their marginalized identities equipped them with 
sophistication and empathy.  As a result of these experiences, participants developed an expertise 
at reading and navigating context in order to achieve social justice goals.  Varus shared an 
example of how he did this with regard to what he shared and how he frames conversations in 
order to direct attention toward systems and structures.  Participants negotiating their 
marginalized identities are acutely aware of issues of systemic oppression that they face and that 
affect others.  As Nate described in his example, this awareness gives participants empathy for 
the experiences of those of different marginalized identities. 
Working across identities.  During negotiation experiences, participants also discussed 
the importance of working across identity groups.  Susan, for example, shared her efforts to build 
community across identity groups. 
So what we try to build is a community that has a lot of diversity in every way – whether 
it’s single/married, rich/poor, Black/White – to model something different and to be 
shaped by each other’s thinking.  And so that whole community has been a huge part of 
things.  We’ve got some people in the community who might not identify as Christians at 
all and people who are much more conservative than me, but when you have a purpose 
that transcends what you believe about this, that or the other, it doesn’t matter.  We have 
good-natured arguments about various things but we know why we’re here and so we 
stay on task.   
 
Susan described her efforts to work with others beyond barriers presented by identity and politics 
in order to build a community that works together to advance the mission of their organization, 
which is to build a diverse, caring, and self-sustaining community.   
 Varus also discussed his efforts to build community and work toward change across 
barriers presented by identity and politics. 
So for me, my [home city] story, which a lot of people don’t know, impacted my lens and 
my context for how I deal with people.  So I’ve always been able to deal with different 
classes of people, always been open to the fact that poor Black people need White people 
who need middle class Black people who need Southeast Asian because it’s a movement 
that we have to build.  Right.  And it’s a global thing that we’re up against.   
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Here, Varus connected the negotiation experience he shared earlier with his ability to work with 
people of a variety of different identities and the need for doing so.  He articulated the 
importance of inclusion when building a movement for social change, which he connected to a 
global system of oppression.  Both Susan and Varus acknowledged the importance of working 
across identity groups in order to advance their social justice agendas. 
 While in the negotiation position of their social justice journeys, participants negotiated 
their identities, values, and experiences.  They had experiences that made them more mindful of 
their privilege, which equipped them to work with others to advance justice efforts.  They also 
had experiences negotiating their marginalized identities where they navigated systemic power 
differences in sophisticated ways.  Participants in the negotiation position also espoused a 
commitment to working across identities to advance social justice efforts.  The negotiation 
position of participants’ activist identity development journey served as a crucial junction to 
participants developing an activist identity and committing to social justice causes.   
Embodiment 
The final position along the activist journey that emerged during my analysis is 
embodiment.  Participants in this position experienced success in tacking action for social 
justice, which led to a greater sense of empowerment.  They had significant experiences 
engaging in action for social justice and feel connected to something greater than themselves 
through their work to the point that they begin to embody it.  The work is now part of their 
identity.  Participants in this position discussed feeling accomplished during points on their 
journey and also feeling a strong connection to the humanity of others. 
  Keisha, for example, described how embedded her commitment to her community is in 
all that she does: “Wherever I show up in the world, I am representing Black people of the 
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African diaspora period but mostly people of historical African Americans.  It doesn’t matter 
where we are so it’s embedded in my language, my intention, my purpose – like it’s there.”  
Keisha embodies her social justice work to the point that it manifests in the ways she shows up in 
the world.  It is central to her purpose, guides her intentions, and shows up in her language.  
Similarly, Jeanette explained the centrality of her work as an activist to her identity: “My course 
as an activist is absolutely integral to my identity in the world, absolutely integrated with my 
identity in the world.”  Like Keisha, Jeanette’s activist work is a core part of her identity.  She 
explained that it is “integrated” into her identity in the world.  Tim described this phenomenon in 
a slightly different, but related way.  
This isn’t something that you go home – you punch out at the end of the day and you go 
home and don’t think about it until the next day.  We live this life, it follows us 
everywhere, there’s not a moment when you’re not thinking about it.   
Similar to Keisha, Tim explained that his activist work goes with him wherever he goes.  For 
Tim, his social justice work is integrated to the point where it consistently appears in his thought 
process.  All three describe the embeddedness of their work while in this position, though in 
slightly different ways.   
Beyond Paid Work 
 Like Tim, other participants in this position described their social justice work as more 
than doing a job for pay.  Elisa explained that she feels fortunate to receive pay for social justice 
work about which she feels passionate. 
So I do sort of my primary activism through my professional life, so my work life.  I 
think if that were not true, I would still consider myself an activist but the way that it 
happens now is through my paid job which I feel really lucky about. 
 
Elisa described her fortune to have a job that aligns with her passion for working toward social 
justice.  However, Elisa explained that she would still be an activist regardless of her profession.  
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Andrew shared similar sentiments about his professional career aligning with his political 
passions.  He explained that his need to be involved in social justice work goes beyond that job. 
So I think that if I were working like a 9-5, I’d probably be like a voluntary member of a 
number of organizations that do direct action work or something.  So I think that I 
wouldn’t necessarily need a job that is linked to my values and linked to my passion of 
what I think is politically necessary, I think I could do a less politicized job and I think 
my after-hours life would look like is that I would probably be an activist in my volunteer 
capacity.   
 
Participants in the embodiment position do not view their work as a typical job.  They describe 
their work as meaning much more to them, even if they receive payment to do it.  Those 
receiving wages to engage their social justice passions feel fortunate for that opportunity and 
explained they would still engage in social justice work regardless of their job. 
Non-Separateness 
  Participants’ embeddedness of their social justice work into their identities and the 
importance of their social justice work going beyond a for-pay job were rooted in their 
understanding of interconnectedness and non-separateness.  Participants in the embodiment 
position explained that their ability to embody social justice work and values stemmed from their 
interconnected humanity.  Elisa, for example, described how her liberation as “bound up” with 
others. 
At my core I actually believe that my sort of liberation and fullness is bound up in other 
peoples and I will never . . . I can live a pretty solid right now, but I will never be as full, 
as happy, and as complete as I want to be if we continue to lock up 25% of Black folks in 
this country or if we continue to not pay women as much as men – all that kind of stuff.    
 
For Elisa, liberation transcends identity, connecting us all at a human level.  Issues of oppression 
move beyond a problem for a particular person or identity group to become a problem for the 
commonality of our humanity.  Therefore, Elisa’s ability to be her fullest and happiest self 
directly connects with others’ abilities to be their fullest and happiest selves. 
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 Rahim also expressed this strong sense of connectedness.  He described service to others 
as a core part of his identity, and in particular, knowing he can serve others through activism.  
Rahim described how he felt torn on his decision to return to school.  He felt it was a selfish act, 
and therefore knew he had to find some way to give back while he pursued his education. 
If I didn’t do this work then my life wouldn’t be complete and I would be doing myself a 
disservice, I would be doing my family a disservice, I would be doing my community a 
disservice if I wasn’t engaged in these struggles on campus and off campus.  Why?  
Because I left struggles behind and now I’m in this “privileged space” in a neighborhood 
that’s nicer than anywhere I’ve ever lived before, this university that has tons of money, 
tons of resources, and still chooses to neglect marginalized students.  And so knowing 
that, I can’t sit here comfortably knowing that this university, knowing that broader 
society which is just a reflection . . . or this university is just a reflection of broader 
society, constantly talks about race and diversity but can’t speak about racism, can talk 
about particular bodies but can’t talk about systemic forms of oppression so I just feel 
like I can’t just sit back and allow this status quo to continue.  
  
Rahim described a profound sense of connectedness between his identity and his work.  As he 
explained, his life “wouldn’t be complete” if he did not participate in this struggle.  Like Elisa, 
Rahim connects his identity to his work, which he also connects to larger systems of oppression 
within our society.  If not engaged in this work, he believes he would be doing his family, 
community, and the larger society a disservice.   
Jeanette articulated embodiment in a much more subtle way than Elisa and Rahim.  
Jeanette described her activism work within the church as to a larger calling.  While talking 
about “prophetic voice,” she explained, 
We have a responsibility to point out where we believe that our community has strayed 
from righteousness but then we offer a new vision, we offer the alternative, we offer the 
vision of the kingdom.  
 
Jeanette’s used very connective language to describe responsibility within her activist work.  Her 
language emphasized and centered “we” and “community.”  The language she used to describe 
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“responsibility” with regard to the goal and vision for activism within the church is grounded in 
connective and non-separate language. 
Participants in the embodiment position manifested identities integrated with their activist 
work by recognizing the interconnectedness and non-separateness of humanity.  Their social 
justice work was a core part of their identities. Just as with other social identities, this part of 
how they are influences how they move through the world on a consistent basis.  For participants 
in the embodiment position, their social justice work went beyond a paid position.  As Tim 
emphasized, activist identity is not a job in which one can “punch out at the end of the day.”  
Participants in this position also experienced significant connection among their work, their 
identities, and common humanity.  As Elisa explained, they believe that their liberation is 
“bound up” with others and their social justice work contributes to the greater good of humanity. 
Illuminating “How” Along the Winding Journey 
The four positions expounded upon in this chapter addressed how participants in my 
study developed activist identities along their journeys.  Participants often visited and revisited 
these positions throughout their journeys.  Although these positions had distinct, identifiable 
properties, they did not fall into a neat, stage-like sequential order.  In the values development 
position, participants described experiences early in their journeys.  These experiences often, but 
not always, happened during their childhood.  During these experiences, participants learned and 
developed foundational values that served as the bedrock for their social justice work.  As one 
participant described, participants’ values are in their “DNA.”  These values development 
experiences fell into three categories – observational, conversational, and participatory.  During 
observational experiences, participants learned values by observing values being role-modeled.  
During conversational experiences, participants described engaging in conversations that shaped 
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the development of their values.  Finally, during participatory experiences, participants described 
engaging in activities that taught them values in a learning-by-doing fashion.   
While in the integration position along their journeys, activists took action on what they 
knew to be right in their heads and in their hearts.  Often this occurred during participants’ earlier 
experiences with taking action for social justice, and involved participants applying their 
knowledge and skills as well as their values in efforts to advance social justice.  Participants 
shared experiences in which they took risks and felt fear.  However, these experiences with risk 
and fear did not prevent them from taking action.  Participants overcame these barriers and 
became more comfortable with the associated risk and fear as they gained more experience.  As 
they continued to take risk and engage in action, their fears decreased and their willingness to 
take on more risk grew.   
Participants described experiences reflecting on and making meaning of how their values, 
identities, consciousness, and experiences intersected while in the negotiation position.  This 
position was not formulaic; rather it entailed navigation, nuance, and sophistication while often 
never landing in a place of certainty.  Participants described experiences negotiating their 
privilege while not abdicating their responsibility to make progressive change.  They shared 
stories of negotiating their marginalized identities within spheres of power, working in 
sophisticated ways across identity groups rather than widening the divide.   
Participants emphasized connectedness and non-separateness while in the embodiment 
position.  They described strong connections between their activist work and their identities in 
ways that were continually present as they moved through the world.  While some participants 
received compensation for their social justice work as part of a job, they understood their passion 
for advancing social justice to go beyond a traditional for-pay job.  These connections stemmed 
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from a strong sense of connection with others’ humanity where participants’ liberation and 
ability to experience happiness and fulfillment directly connected to that ability in others.  As a 
result, they understood their social justice efforts as contributions to a greater collective good for 
humanity.   
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CHAPTER 7 
CONCLUSION 
 Through this study, I set out to understand social justice activist identity development.  
During my years as a student affairs professional, I have learned that our profession espouses, 
and sometimes acts upon, strong commitments to advance social justice and promote college 
student identity development.  Social justice literature in the field articulates a continuum that 
begins with awareness and consciousness and moves toward action for social justice.  Efforts in 
the student affairs field have tended to focus more on the consciousness-raising end of the 
spectrum.  Domingue and Neely (2013) provided the critique that “even those educators who are 
personally committed to social justice are often not well prepared to take action in their own 
lives, let alone facilitate social action engagement among their students” (p. 232).  As I have 
traveled my own social justice path and reflected on this tension, I found myself asking the 
question – how can we do better?  As I reflected on this question, I began to formulate what 
would become the topic of my study.  I began to wonder, “what if we heard from folks on the 
action end of this spectrum?  How might that inform our work?”  After reviewing literature in 
student affairs on social justice activism and identity development, I began to realize that there is 
a gap in the literature around my question.  I thought if we could answer the question “how do 
social justice activists develop an activist identity?” we might be better equipped to educate 
students along the entire social justice continuum from awareness to action.   
Summary of Findings 
 Below is a summary of chapters five and six that re-emphasize my analysis and findings 
from this study.  I begin with the elements of activist identity development from chapter five.  I 
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then discuss the positions along the winding journey of activist identity development from 
chapter 6. 
Elements of Activist Identity Development 
The elements of activists’ identity development are the core components that work in 
conjunction with one another to form their activist identity.  These elements include heart, head, 
will, and belief.  I contend that when one of these elements is missing or less present, it becomes 
more difficult for these elements to coalesce into a dimension of identity.   I use the metaphor of 
a fire to describe how these elements work in conjunction with one another to serve as essential 
elements along my participants’ journey of activism.  
Heart as oxygen. 
Heart served as a driving force behind their social justice work.  Heart is rooted in 
humanistic values, a true love for community and other human beings.  Heart is a critical element 
to participants engaging in the work that they do.  Without it, participants could not sustain 
work.  Heart operates much like oxygen as an element in a burning fire.  Oxygen is an invisible 
element that is critical to a burning fire.  Much like the way we, as human beings, can be 
conscious of oxygen through mindfulness of our breathing, many participants in my study were 
very mindful of the ways in which the humanist values of heart were present and alive in their 
social justice work.  Because breathing is an involuntary muscle contraction, it is equally as easy 
for the act of breathing to fall from mindful consciousness.  For some participants in my study, 
the humanistic values of heart were not at the forefront of their consciousness when reflecting on 
their experience with social justice activism.  However, when reflecting more deeply, these 
participants described the critical role that heart played in the experiences as activists.   
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Head as fuel. 
Fuel is a critical element to a fire, as it gives body to the fire.  Head is the fuel of the fuel 
of the activist fire.  Consciousness of the intersectional nature of systems of oppression is core to 
participants social justice work.  Without consciousness, there would be nothing for participants 
to act on.  Participants’ experiences with oppression both personally and within their 
communities and their theoretical understanding of oppression fueled their social justice 
work.  As this fuel burned, participants discussed the importance of self-work.  In this metaphor, 
self-work is akin to stoking the fire.  Stoking a fire is a process of stirring up the fuel in order to 
breathe new life into the fire.  In describing the importance of self-work to their consciousness 
journeys, participants explained the importance of challenging and questioning themselves in 
order to improve how they approach their work.  Participants’ self-work was an act of stoking 
their activist fire in order to encourage the fuel of their consciousness to burn even more 
brightly.  Head represents the element of fuel in the activist fire.  Without fuel, there would be 
nothing with which to ignite a fire and no fire for oxygen to feed.   
Will as the spark. 
Will served as the spark that ignites the activist fire for participants in my study.  While 
head and heart serve as important elements in the fire metaphor, they do not inspire justice-
oriented action in isolation.  As with any fire, elements of oxygen and fuel do not automatically 
combing to produce a fire.  Spark is the element that ignites the fire.  For participants in my 
study, the convergence of elements of head and heart combined with a spark of will to inspire a 
deep sense of responsibility and purpose.  Participants reflected upon and analyzed their 
experiences using the lens of their foundational values, which sparked a sense of responsibility to 
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take action and purpose for their work.  In isolation, elements of head and heart would not ignite 
to produce the burning fire of activism.   
Belief as the sustaining flame. 
Distinct from the other three elements, belief is the sustained flame of the activist 
fire.  Participants in my study manifested a belief that the work that they are doing is making a 
positive difference in the world.  This element penetrates deeply, sustaining the flame of the 
activist fire. For participants in my study, belief was an element that motivated them 
and maintained their engagement in their activist work.  For participants in my study, belief 
manifested in three primary ways: 1) from a commitment to a particular issue; 2) from working 
in solidarity with others; and 3) from the tangible results of their efforts and 
experiences.  Belief is the element that brought all three of the other elements together – without 
head, heart, and will, there would be nothing to sustain.  However, without a belief that the work 
they are doing is making a positive difference, participants would not likely maintain their 
engagement in activism.    
Positions Along the Winding Journey 
In addition to framing the elements of activists’ journeys in terms of a fire metaphor, I 
also discuss what I am labeling positions along their journeys.  The positions of activists’ 
journeys that I frame below are reflective of a bend in the path along the journey; they are the 
“wind” in the “winding journey.”  The positions which arose from my analysis of the data are 1) 
developing values, 2) negotiation, 3) integration, and 4) embodiment.  Participants moved 
between these positions, reflecting and revisiting them throughout their journeys as activists in a 
non-linear way.  Below I describe these positions and the kinds of experiences 
and reflections participants discussed along their activist journeys.     
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Developing values. 
Developing values was an important stop along the activist journey for participants in my 
study.  This position provided a foundation upon which they became actively engaged in social 
justice causes.  These experiences fell in to three different categories.  Participants described 
observational experiences where they learned values by witnessing people discuss or act upon 
them.  Participants also described conversational experiences where they engaged in 
conversations or listened to stories that taught them foundational social justice values.  Finally, 
participants described participatory experiences where they learned social justice values through 
acting on those values with others.  Participants in my study learned values from these 
experiences that became part of who they are.  As one participant described, these experiences 
became part of their “DNA.”  
Integration.  
Integration was an important position along the winding journey for participants in my 
study.  Experiences in this position tended to happen earlier in their social justice 
journeys.  During these experiences, participants applied knowledge and skills as well as their 
values to do what they knew in their head and in their hearts to be right. Participants also 
described taking risks and feeling fear while in this position.  These risks included possibilities of 
physical harm, negative repercussions to one’s career or reputation, and the chance that the 
system make take away one’s freedoms.  Participants also expressed the challenge of fear that 
came from not knowing the outcome of their actions.  However, these fears and risks did not 
keep participants from taking action for social justice.  As participants developed more 
experience, their fear dissipated and their willingness to take on risk grew.  This made 
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overcoming the barriers of fear and risk easier as participants progressed along their social 
justice journeys.  
Negotiation. 
In the negotiation position, participants negotiated their identities, values and 
experiences.  They had experiences that made them more mindful of their privilege, which 
equipped them to work with others to advance justice efforts.  They also had experiences 
negotiating their marginalized identities where they navigated systemic power differences in 
sophisticated ways.  Participants in the negotiation position espoused a commitment to working 
with people across identities to advance social justice efforts.  The negotiation position served as 
a crucial junction to participants developing an activist identity and committing to social justice 
causes. 
Embodiment. 
Participants in the embodiment position recognized the interconnectedness and non-
separateness of humanity and manifested identities that integrated with their activist work. Social 
justice work is a core part of participants’ identities.   As with other social identities, their activist 
identity influences and shapes how participants in my study move through the world on a 
consistent basis.  For participants in the embodiment position, their social justice work went 
beyond a paid position.  As one participant emphasized, their activist identity is more than a job 
where you “punch out at the end of the day.”  Participants in this position also experienced 
significant connection among their work, their identities and common humanity.  Another 
participant explained they believe that their liberation is “bound up” with others and their social 
justice work contributes to the greater good of humanity.  
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 Together these elements and positions provide a helpful framework for understanding 
social justice activist identity development.  In the implications section below, I explore how 
questions about how the framework I developed could integrate with educational practice to 
advance social justice.  I also provide some possibilities for how social justice educators might 
make this framework more tangible and practical.  Following the implications section I discuss 
possibilities for future research.  I end by providing some closing reflections for this study. 
Implications of Findings 
 The study I conducted focused on answering the question “how do social justice activists 
develop and activist identity?” I believe that the framework I developed offers social justice 
educators a useful tool for working with students along the social justice continuum from 
awareness to action and beyond.  In the analysis I provided in chapter 5, I identify four elements 
of activist identity – heart, head, will, and belief.  Much of the focus of social justice work in 
student affairs and higher education focuses on head.  As social justice educators, we seek to 
educate students for critical consciousness.  We want students to understand dynamics of power, 
privilege, and oppression.  We want students be aware of multiple and intersecting dimensions of 
identity.  We want students to know about the ways in which multiple systems of oppression 
interlock with one another to produce inequality and inequitability within our society.  All of this 
work is important.  However, it relates to only one of the four elements that arose in my study of 
activist identity development.  This begs the question, how can we leverage the other three 
elements to enhance social justice education and promote action? 
 While reflecting on this dynamic, I recalled a conversation I had with a group of friends 
about social justice education and related to the topic of my dissertation.  At one point, a friend 
who is a long-time social justice educator lifted up his shirt and pointed to his belly button.  He 
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proceeded to talk about human connectedness using the metaphor of an umbilical cord.  He 
explained that from birth, all that we know is human connection.  He continued to explain that 
society socializes us to detach and lose sight of our connected nature – our umbilical cord is cut.  
He argued that social justice education needs to focus not only on the intellectual importance of 
critical consciousness but also on the basic fundamental nature of our common humanity.  He 
then followed-up with the question – “how often do you see that happening?”  This story relates 
directly to the intellectual orientation of social justice education.  The sentiment articulated by 
my friend in this story was echoed by participants in my study.  As I describe in the embodiment 
section of chapter six, participants in my study were grounded in their interconnection with 
others.  What my friend calls for in this story, and what participants in my study embody, is for 
educators to focus not only on what I identify in my study as the element of head, but also on the 
element of heart.   
 Likewise, we can ask similar questions about the elements of “will” and “belief.”  What 
might it look like to incorporate these elements into social justice education?  If we understand 
the element of “will” to be the spark that ignites action from the intersection of “head” and 
“heart,” then perhaps it is incumbent upon social justice educators to work this area of 
intersection.  A number of participants described taking action because they were seeing their 
values violated in the world.  Paul, for example, found an outlet through a college program that 
placed him in an internship where he could channel his passion and knowledge to take action for 
a social justice cause.  Asking students questions that frame the integration of their values and 
critical consciousness and directing their attention toward opportunities to take action could be a 
strategy for leveraging these elements as a framework for moving students along the social 
justice continuum.  The element of belief served as a sustaining and motivating element for 
      
 
145 
participants where they believed that the social justice work they were doing was making a 
difference.  Belief manifested in three primary ways for participants, including commitment to a 
particular cause, doing work in solidarity with others, and achieving tangible results.  I believe 
this serves as a call to social justice educators to create pathways for students to engage in social 
justice action and provided opportunities for facilitated reflection on that action and what they 
find motivating about it.  Bringing these motivating factors to consciousness may make social 
justice action a more sustainable venture.  
 Framing social justice as a journey and not a destination, social justice educators could 
also leverage the framework of the “winding journey” I offered in chapter 6 to enhance 
educational efforts.  In chapter six, I provided a framework for positions along the winding 
journey of social justice, which included developing values, integration, negotiation, and 
embodiment.  Participants visited these positions at a variety of different points throughout their 
social justice journeys.  While most participants described experiences in the values development 
position earlier in their journey, some described experiences revisiting this position late in life 
where they developed values more consist with social justice ideals.  Susan, for example, 
discussed growing up in a conservative family but really revisited the values development 
position later in life.  She described feeling alienated going to church but she couldn’t just stop 
going because she was bored.  Susan explained that, “It [religion] is part of your identity when 
you’re raised in it.”  Susan explained that it was later in life when she was exposed to religion 
that taught values of social justice that she could more fully connect with that part of her identity.  
She shared a story of a preacher who made this point by cutting out the parts of the bible that 
related to “poverty and social justice.”  Susan explained that there wasn’t much left of the bible 
after removing those parts and that had really left an impression on her.  Social justice educators 
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encounter individuals like Susan who have limited or no exposure to social justice concepts.  
Using the “developing values” position as a framework, educators can leverage opportunities for 
modeling these values, having conversations about these values, and creating experiential 
opportunities that can promote the development of these values.   
 While in the negotiation position, participants described experiences facilitated their 
meaning-making related negotiating their marginalized identities, developing mindfulness of 
privileged identities, and navigating systems of power.  These experiences came will interacting 
with others in a variety of contexts that then inspired reflection upon the experience.  Manuela, 
for example, had a transformational experience being challenged at a conference that changed 
her entire outlook on undocumented immigrants.  Social justice educators can create 
opportunities for students in their classes to have conversations framed from the negotiation 
position.  Some potential questions might be: 
• How have your multiple and intersecting identities shown up in your experiences? 
• What comes to mind when you think about how your values intersect with your 
understanding of social injustice? 
• How have you navigated and negotiated marginalized identities in your experience? 
• How have you negotiated your privileged identities in your experience? 
• What tensions have arisen while negotiating and navigating your multiple and 
intersecting identities? 
These are just a sample list of questions that social justice educators could use in the classroom 
that have the potential to guide students to a negotiation position.  
One unintended outcome and implication from my study relates to the concept of 
authentic leadership.  Authentic leadership refers to a type or style of leadership that endorses 
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ethical decision making, building relationships and trust, and being one’s true and authentic self 
as central leadership tenants (George, 2004).  During my interview with Varus, he discussed how 
he negotiated his marginalized identities with his work and with others.  He shared a story about 
how a colleague asked about his childhood and when Varus shared, his colleague immediately 
focused on how Varus was exceptional for “making it out.”  Varus continued, saying that he is 
now very careful about telling his story and filters his sharing in order to direct attention toward 
issues of systemic oppression rather than individual exceptionalism.  Jones, Abes, and Queye 
(2013) discuss critical race theory and write about the ordinariness of racism as ever present in 
the context of our lives.  They also write about how the ever-presence of racism shapes our 
identities and how we make meaning of them.  They argue we cannot understand our identities, 
context/environments, and the meaning we make of those phenomenon outside of the influence 
of racism.  In an era of leadership education that promotes “authentic leadership,” Varus’s story 
begs the question “is Varus being authentic by not sharing his story?”  Jones, Abe, and Queye’s 
analysis begs the question, “what is authenticity?”  This finding challenges the concept of 
authentic leadership when considering the context of power and systemic oppression serves as 
possible avenue for further research.   
Limitations 
 While this study provides a framework for understanding social justice activist identity 
development, there a number of important limitations worth noting.  First, because the aim of the 
study was to understand activist identity development as a phenomenon more broadly, I did not 
intentionally focus on particular kinds of activism (i.e. student activism, political activism, etc.) 
or social justice work (i.e. community organizing, social work, etc.).  I offered a broad definition 
of activism, which was “devoting a significant and meaningful amount of time working in 
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culturally competent ways toward changing the nature of societal structures and the ways in 
which people interact with society to achieve justice and equitability.”  While the definition of 
activism resonated with all of my participants, some expressed that their understanding of the 
term outside of my definition does not represent the work that they do.  As I highlighted in 
chapter two, there was some tension around the term activism.  In the example I provided in 
chapter two, Varus explained that he understood activism to be people working on behalf of 
others rather than for their own conditions.  Varus explained that he is an organizer who works 
with others in his community who experience the same conditions in order to build power and 
make change.  Others made similar distinctions between organizing and activism and described 
as a way of life or a reflection of their values.  Some who made the distinction between 
organizing and activism referenced Saul Alinksy and his brand of organizing, which makes a 
clear distinction between organizing and activism (Alinsky, 1971).  Because my study defines 
activism broadly and because it does not focus on particular type of activism or social justice 
work, it cannot account for nuances that may exist within these difference types of social justice 
work.   
 In a similar vein, another limitation of my study is that there is not a focus on a particular 
social movement.  When I first began thinking about studying activism, I was reading about the 
Occupy Movement.  Within that movement, there are particular themes and nuances specific to 
that movement.  Likewise, since engaging in this study, the Black Lives Matter movement has 
emerged and grown significantly across the country.  My study does not focus on a particular 
moment.  Participants in my study have participated in both the Occupy Movement and the 
Black Lives Matter movement, as well as others (i.e. labor movements, interfaith cooperation 
movements).  It is also important to acknowledge the broader nature of my study had an impact 
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on my data as well.  Participants experiences differed in terms of their experience with social 
movements as well.  For example, some participants directly experienced the civil rights 
movement, while others were influenced by it and yet others studied it.  It is possible that a study 
focused on particular movement would surface nuances to activist identity development for that 
particular movements that would not have emerged in my study because of my broader focus on 
the phenomenon.   
 Another important limitation of my study relates to identity.  Because my study focuses 
broadly on social justice activist identity development as a phenomenon, I recruited a diverse 
pool of participants.  While this is a strength based on the purpose and focus of the study, it is 
also a limitation.  As feminist standpoint theory highlights, positionality matters.  While my 
study addresses how participants negotiated their multiple dimensions of identity related to 
power, privilege, and oppression with their values and experiences, it cannot account for nuances 
that could emerge related to particular dimensions of identity.  For example, a study that focused 
solely on a particular age group or on activists involved in a particular movement would likely 
provide more nuanced data.  However, I did not design this study to illuminate them.  
 Finally, while my study seeks to inform social justice educational practice by providing a 
framework for activist identity development, it is not a study of either effectiveness of 
participants’’ strategies or social justice educational practice.  Regarding effectiveness of 
participants’ strategies, the data in my study comes from participants self-reflection on their 
experiences.  Therefore, there is no assessment of the effectiveness of their work.  There is also 
no third party assessment of their identification as an activist.  My study relied on expert referrals 
and participants’ self-identification.  Regarding educational practice, I provided some 
suggestions earlier in this chapter of ways that my framework for activist identity development 
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could inform social justice educational practice.  These suggestions are not grounded in research 
on effective practice.  Rather, they reflect possibilities based on the new framework my study 
illuminates.   
Areas for Future Research 
 The limitations I articulate above provide helpful direction for future research.  Moving 
forward, research on social justice activist identity development could focus on particular kinds 
of activism (i.e. student activism, political activism, etc.), social justice work (i.e. community 
organizing, social work, etc.), particular movements (i.e. Black Lives Matter, trans* equality 
movements, labor and workers’ rights movements, etc.), particular time periods (especially with 
the introductions of technology and new forms of communication) and on activists within 
particular identity groups.  All four of these areas of focus would provide for more nuanced 
understandings of the ways in which activists develop activist identities.    
I highlighted another area for future research that peeked my interest at the end of the 
implications section above relating to authenticity.  As described earlier in the chapter, George 
(2004) frames authentic leadership as being one’s authentic self.  The theory does not grapple 
with the realities of marginalization, power dynamics and systemic oppression.  Future research 
could explore the concept of authentic leadership in the context of social justice work and 
explore dynamics of power and oppression to tease out a more complex and nuanced meaning.   
Additionally, I believe that future research could be conducted using the framework I 
provided with a more narrow focus on particular the elements and positions I articulated.  For 
example, a deeper dive into the negotiation position with attention to identity-based differences 
or with a focus on a particular identity group could provide a more complex and nuanced 
understanding of that position and have significant implications for social justice education.  A 
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final area for future research would be to explore opportunities and effectiveness of using this 
framework to guide social justice education.  For example, an action research project that designs 
a curriculum using the framework I provide in this study and measures the effectiveness of the 
implementation would make a significant contribution social justice education literature.  
Research that dives further into how students in higher education settings develop an activist 
identity using this framework could help social justice educators understand the effectiveness of 
their practice.  This section highlights a variety of ways in which researchers could expand 
research on activist identity development to provide greater understanding of the nuance and 
complexity of the phenomenon and to advance social justice education.  
Participant Ideas for Future Research 
 As part of my member checking process, I asked participants if they had any other 
feedback that I should consider.  Participants provided great feedback, some of which 
represented insightful areas for future research.  I wanted to be sure to represent these insights in 
this section.  One participant suggested exploring and advancing research on how activists 
maintain their activist identity while staying healthy and well.  This participant explained that 
this is a vital part of engaging the work.  Another participant suggested exploring the concept of 
“re-integration.”  This would represent people who had integration experiences along their 
journey, stepped back from the work, and later re-engaged in social justice work along their 
journey.  These additional areas for future research could yield significant implications for social 
justice activist practice and social justice education practice.   
Closing Reflections 
 I embarked on this research with the hope of developing a better understanding of how 
activism becomes part of ones’ identity.  The inspiration for this topic came from serving as a 
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student affairs professional committed to social justice education and questioning the 
effectiveness of our work.  Based on my experience in higher education and reviewing of social 
justice literature, I have no doubt that social justice education in higher education makes a 
difference in how students understand social justice conceptually.  However, as I continued to 
gain experience in the student affairs profession and learn more about how the academy educates 
for social justice I began to question whether we are effectively preparing students to take action 
for social justice.  Similar sentiments were shared by Domingue and Neely (2013), who wrote 
“even those educators who are personally committed to social justice are often not well prepared 
to take action in their own lives, let alone facilitate social action engagement among their 
students” (p. 232).   
 Through this study, I explored the question “How do social justice activists develop an 
activist identity?”  My aim was to study people who embody social justice work in order to 
better understand how we might design education experiences that inspire students to take action 
for social justice.  During this process I was blessed to have the opportunity to meet and 
interview amazing people who are doing outstanding work to advance social justice.  By 
analyzing data from our interviews I was able to develop a framework that articulates what 
activist identity development looked like for my participants and how they engaged that process 
throughout their social justice journeys.  I believe this framework can be useful for social justice 
educators who aim to encourage students’ progression across the social justice continuum 
outlined by Bell and Griffin (2007) from personal awareness, through expanding knowledge, and 
toward encouraging action.   
 Moving forward, I would be most interested in exploring how social justice educators can 
use this framework to design social justice curriculum and exploring its effectiveness.  As I 
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describe above, I believe an action research project would offer a great method for this 
exploration.  As participants in my study articulated, social justice is a journey that takes place 
over the course of a lifetime.  For that reason, I think it will be important to design this work to 
be longitudinal, with periodic check-ins related to the impact of the educational intervention.  My 
intent with future research would be to build upon this study with hopes of informing social 
justice education in meaningful ways.   
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APPENDIX A 
Interview Protocol and Questions 
• Tell me a little bit about yourself and story as an activist. 
• Tell me the story of one of your proudest moments as an activist.  
• What life experiences have led you to consciousness as an activist? 
• How would you describe the relationship between your activism and your identity? 
o Probe regarding how this developed 
• Some activists describe a sort of disorienting dilemma that shifted their thinking and 
shaped their consciousness as an activist… is this something that resonates with you? If 
so, would you share a bit about that experience? 
o Probe regarding: 
 Examination of assumptions 
 Shifts in roles, relationships, actions  
 Reintegration with new perspective 
• Describe the “Multiple Dimensions of Identity Model” (Jones & McEwen, 2000) – see 
next page.   
o Ask members describe in their own words how they identify related to social 
identity categories.   
o Ask to plot these social identities based on their salience in an activist contexts.   
o How have you negotiated these different parts of who you are in the context of 
activism? 
o How have dynamic of power, privilege, and oppression affected this negotiation. 
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Name:   
 
DIMENSIONS OF IDENTITY Political:_______________________ 
Race/Ethnicity:_____________________ Class:_________________________ 
Sex:______________________________ Ability:_______________________ 
Religion/Spirituality:_________________ Gender:_______________________ 
Sexuality:__________________________ Age:_________________________ 
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APPENDIX B 
Transcriptionist Confidentiality Agreement 
 
TRANSCRIBER CONFIDENTIALITY AGREEMENT 
UNIVERSITY OF ST. THOMAS  
 Activist Identity Development  
I, ____________________________ [name of transcriber], agree to transcribe data for this 
study.  I agree that I will: 
1. keep all research information shared with me confidential by not discussing or sharing 
the information in any form or format (e.g., disks, tapes, transcripts) with anyone other 
than Vern Klobassa [researcher], the primary investigator of this study; 
2. keep all research information in any form or format (e.g., disks, tapes, transcripts) secure 
while it is in my possession.  This includes: 
• using closed headphones when transcribing audiotaped interviews; 
• keeping all transcript documents and digitized interviews in computer password-
protected files; 
• closing any transcription programs and documents when temporarily away from 
the computer; 
• keeping any printed transcripts in a secure location such as a locked file cabinet; 
and 
• permanently deleting any e-mail communication containing the data; 
3. give all research information in any form or format (e.g., disks, tapes, transcripts) to the 
primary investigator when I have completed the research tasks; 
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4. erase or destroy all research information in any form or format that is not returnable to 
the primary investigator (e.g., information stored on my computer hard drive) upon 
completion of the research tasks. 
 
 
_________________________________________  __________ 
Signature of transcriber      Date 
 
 
_________________________________________  __________ 
Signature of researcher      Date 
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APPENDIX C 
Participant Confidentiality Agreement 
 
CONSENT FORM 
UNIVERSITY OF ST. THOMAS  
 
Activist Identity Development 
 
I am conducting a dissertation study about Activist Identity Development. I invite you to 
participate in this research.  You were selected as a possible participant because you were identified 
through a snowball sampling methodology as a social justice activist.  Please read this form and 
ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study. 
 
The criteria I use in defining activism are as follows: 
• I spend what I consider significant and meaningful time working toward social justice. 
• I intend for the work that I do to elicit change in societal systems and structures. 
• I strive to do my work in culturally competent ways. 
• The outcomes I seek in my work are founded upon principles of equity and justice. 
 
This study is being conducted by Vern Klobassa and supervised by Dr. Kate Boyle and Dr. Artika 
Tyner of the Leadership, Policy, and Administration Department. 
 
Background Information: 
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The purpose of this study is to explore activist identity development.  I wish to understand how 
activism becomes part of the identities of social justice activists.   
 
Procedures: 
If you agree to be in this study, I will ask you to do the following things:   
• Participate in a 60 minute in person interview to discuss questions related to your identity 
and journey as an activist.   
• Participate in one follow-up interview, if needed. 
 
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study: 
There is minimal potential for risks in serving as a participant in this study.  Possible risks include 
psychological and/or emotional discomfort and/or distress resulting from the interview.  
There are no direct benefits to participants in this study. 
 
Compensation: 
There will be no compensation for the participants. 
 
Confidentiality: 
The records of this study will be kept confidential.  In any sort of report I publish, I will not include 
information that will make it possible to identify you in any way.   The types of records I will 
create include interview recordings, transcripts of the interview.  These records will be stored in a 
secure, cloud-based file.  Only I and my transcriptionist (who signed a confidentiality agreement) 
have access to this file.   
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Voluntary Nature of the Study: 
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate 
will not affect your current or future relations with the University of St. Thomas.  If you decide to 
participate, you are free to withdraw at any time up to and until I submit my dissertation to my 
committee for review.  Should you decide to withdraw data collected about you will not be used.  
You are also free to skip any questions I may ask. 
 
Contacts and Questions 
My name is Vern Klobassa.  You may ask any questions you have now.  If you have questions 
later, you may contact me at 651-431-8246 or by email (klob6303@stthomas.edu). You may also 
contact my advisors, Dr. Kate Boyle (651-962-4393) or Dr. Artika Tyner (651-962-4834).  The 
University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board can be reached at 651-962-5341 with any 
questions or concerns you may have. 
 
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records. 
 
Statement of Consent: 
I have read the above information.  My questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  I consent 
to participate in the study.  I am at least 18 years of age.  I agree to allow my interviews a part of 
this study to be audio recorded.  
 
 
      
 
177 
 
______________________________   ________________ 
Signature of Study Participant     Date 
 
 
______________________________________ 
Print Name of Study Participant  
 
 
______________________________   ________________ 
Signature of Researcher     Date 
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APPENDIX D 
Member Check Email Template 
Subject: Research Study Follow-Up 
Hello , 
I hope this message finds you well.  I am finally getting to the last leg of my research, and I am 
emailing with you to share an abbreviated version of what I’ve come up with and to ask for some 
feedback from you as a participant.  Attached you will find a brief summary of my study.  In lieu 
of a second interview, I’m asking if you would be willing to review the attached document and 
provide answer the questions below by email: 
1. After reviewing the attachment, what resonated with your experience (and why)?   
2. Was there anything that didn’t resonate? (please explain)   
3. Do you have any other feedback that I should consider? 
Also, I drafted short, paragraph long descriptions to provide readers some insights into the 
background and work of each participant.  Below I have included yours.  Would you let me 
know if there is anything you’d like me to add or change? 
Finally, I also wanted to ask if you have a preference for a pseudonym that I can use for you?  If 
not, no worries.  I will pick one. 
Please let me know if you have any questions. 
Thanks so much, 
Vern Klobassa 
 
 
